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The focus of much marketing research for the past two decades has been on the
role of consumption in consumers’ lives. Relationships with products, brands, and
favorite possessions have captured the interest of researchers and practitioners. More
recently the concept of brand love has emerged to describe the lengths to which some
consumers will go to maintain relationships with certain consumed objects. But is
consumer love contained only to favorite brands or might there be different types of love
as in interpersonal relationships? This dissertation presents a case for the development of
one type of consumer love – customer chemistry, the consumer process of forming a
positive, environmentally-derived attachment to a retailer.
Because the concept of customer chemistry is new, this dissertation employs a
methodical approach necessary for building theory. Essay One (Chapter Two) explores
the reactions of consumers to a select group of retailers. Through analysis of their

reactions to various retail servicescapes, the researcher draws conclusions regarding the
levels of importance that consumers place on specific elements of the retail experience.
Essay Two (Chapter Three) delineates the bridging laws that allow for theory
development. Conclusions from the previous essay inform the creation of a model that
describes the customer chemistry process and allows for prediction of specific
antecedents and outcomes. The model is tested using structural equation modeling
(SEM).
With customer chemistry established empirically, Essay Three (Chapter Four)
explores the purpose that customer chemistry serves in consumers’ lives. Modified
consumer life histories describe customer chemistry in the context of life narratives,
suggesting that customer chemistry plays an important role in identity construction.
While the concept of consumption serving an identity creation purpose for consumers is
not new, the idea that a place (in this case, a retail store) can serve that purpose is unique
to this research.
This dissertation argues for a better understanding of consumers’ relationships
with loved retailers and suggests several avenues for future research. The surface of a
broad phenomenon has only been scratched, but important groundwork is laid for the
development of a rich stream of research, one that can benefit researchers, practitioners,
and consumers.

Key words: identity construction, life history, narrative, SEM, retail, consumer behavior
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Why do some consumers feel so strongly about specific retailers that they are
willing to go out of their way to patronize them, willing to endure occasional bad service,
and inclined to believe that the merchandise found there is somehow better than that
which could be found other places? Are those consumers really all that different from
people in interpersonal relationships who feel that their friend or lover is worth a little
extra effort, who think that they do not really mean some of the bad things they do, or
who feel that everything their significant other does is somehow cuter than if someone
else did it? Market researchers have long attempted to determine why consumers do not
always behave rationally in relationships with retailers. The essays presented in this
dissertation are designed to provide a theoretical basis for an explanation of this
potentially baffling behavior.
Recent years have seen a significant shift in the way that marketers think about
retail brands and the management of those brands. An emphasis on emotions and on
creating optimal customer experiences now dominates much of the retailing research. A
literature search reveals that more than 350 articles have been published in peer-reviewed
marketing journals dealing with the topic of consumer emotions since 2007. A recent
issue of Journal of Retailing devoted specifically to the issue of customer experience
1

management (Journal of Retailing 85(1), 2009) confirms that this is an issue on the
minds of marketing researchers and retailers alike.
The importance of consumer perspectives is enhanced by the service-dominant
paradigm which currently drives most consumer behavior research. As co-creators of
value, consumers and their experiences, opinions, attitudes, and feelings are vital to
creating effective marketing in both research and in practice. For this reason researchers
have issued calls for research which explores the customer experience in depth from a
theoretical perspective and creates effective methods to measure those experiences,
opinions, attitudes, and feelings. This dissertation, consisting of three separate essays,
represents an attempt to answer those calls. Each essay is described below in greater
detail.

Essay One: Get the Picture: The Visual Servicescape and Self-Image Congruity
Essay one employs qualitative and quantitative methods to explore the cognitive
and affective components of retail consumer decision-making. The important link
between self-image congruity and attitude toward a retailer is established; the importance
of the visual servicescape is explored; and consumers are categorized into a taxonomy
that facilitates the understanding of their assessments of retailers based on perceptions of
the visual servicescape. A purposive quota sample of 446 consumers describes their
thoughts and feelings regarding the visual servicescapes of ten U.S. retailers to explore its
role in creating consumer self-image congruity with the retailer. The findings suggest

2

that consumers’ visual impressions are vitally important to retailers who hope to form
relationships with their customers.
An interesting outcome of this study is the finding that consumer involvement
increases along with consumers’ attitudes toward the visual servicescape. The
implication that consumers may experience increased product involvement merely
because of a product’s placement in a pleasant retail setting is an important step toward
more fully understanding the value of customer-centric retail servicescape design.

Essay Two: I Love That Store! Toward a Theory of Customer Chemistry
Essay two explores the phenomenon of consumers’ emotional attachments to
specific retailers. As in interpersonal relationships, a consumer sometimes encounters a
retailer and feels an emotional connection. Their personalities mesh and there is
chemistry between them. A better understanding of the components that are under the
retailer’s control that can make that connection happen more often than not would be
useful to both researchers and retailers. Prior researchers have examined various
constructs such as brand attachment, brand relationships, and brand loyalty, yet few have
attempted to explain the reasons that some consumers experience an affective bond with
certain retailers. To address this deficiency, a theory integrating components of each of
those constructs with additional information collected from qualitative data collection is
proposed. A scale to measure customer chemistry is developed and then subjected to
empirical testing using structural equation modeling. The implications of the findings for
researchers and retailers are discussed.
3

Essay Three: Everything I Want to Be: Customer Chemistry and Identity
Construction
With the importance of self-image congruity established in Chapter Two and the
customer chemistry process described in Chapter Three, the essay entitled “Everything I
Want to Be: Customer Chemistry and Identity Construction” will examine more closely
the role that the loved retailer plays in the identity formation and expression of
consumers. Self-image components that influence customer chemistry, namely the
consumer’s actual self-image and ideal self-image, are explored as the reference used in
the formation of customer chemistry. The possibility that each version of the self-image
may be more salient depending on the consumption setting is also considered.
In-depth qualitative interviews will provide the data that convey the consumer’s
perspective. Idiographic analysis will describe the consumers’ own perspectives of the
reasons they are drawn to particular retailers, and cross-case analysis will subject their
opinions to a textual analysis which should provide even greater insight into the
phenomenon of customer chemistry and the conditions under which it forms.

Organization of the Dissertation
The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter Two contains
the essay entitled “Get the Picture: The Visual Servicescape and Self-Image Congruity.”
This essay lays important groundwork establishing the importance of the visual
servicescape in conveying retailer personality to consumers. Building upon that work,
Chapter Three contains the essay entitled “I Love That Store! Toward a Theory of
Customer Chemistry.” This essay describes the theory of customer chemistry and
4

employs Churchill’s (1979) scale development paradigm to create a scale to measure the
construct. Chapter Four contains the essay entitled “Everything I Want to Be: Customer
Chemistry and Identity Construction.” With the theory of customer chemistry described
in the previous chapter, qualitative inquiry allows a more complete understanding of the
construct and the role that a loved retailer plays in consumers’ creation of their own
identities. Finally, Chapter Five synthesizes the findings from the three essays; overall
conclusions are discussed; and a future research agenda is established.
All research protocols described in this dissertation were submitted to the
Mississippi State University Institutional Review Board for the protection of Human
Subjects in Research. As part of this process, the primary researcher submitted examples
of all recruiting materials, interview protocols, and surveys to IRB, along with
descriptions of the respondent criteria and incentives for participation. IRB Approval
was granted for each study.
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CHAPTER II
ESSAY ONE
Get the Picture? The Visual Retail Servicescape and Self-Image Congruity
Abstract: This study employs qualitative and quantitative methods to provide access to
both cognitive and affective components of consumer decision-making. A purposive
sample of 446 consumers describes their thoughts and feelings regarding the visual
servicescapes of ten U.S. retailers to explore its role in creating consumer self-image
congruity with the retailer. The findings suggest that consumers’ visual impressions are
vitally important to retailers who hope to form relationships with their customers.
“I know how to do it. Pair of pants, a stupid story, and a huge markup. I can do that.”
Elaine Benes explains retailing on Seinfeld (1990)

Introduction
On the website for catalog retailer The J. Peterman Company, founder John
Peterman writes, “People want things that are hard to find. Things that have resonance,
but a factual romance about them.” This concept was the basis for his successful retail
operation as well as the inspiration for a popular recurring character on the television
sitcom Seinfeld. As brands are being positioned more on the basis of their intangible
attributes and benefits that exceed actual product or service performance, there is also a
growing realization that the creation of a strong retailer personality and a rich in-store
experience play a vital role in building retailer brand equity (Ailawadi and Keller 2004).
One possible mechanism through which retailer personality acts on consumer
attitudes is self-image congruity (SIC), defined as cognitive and affective assessments
6

that a focal brand possesses qualities consistent with the consumer’s own self-image
(Sirgy 1982). SIC with products and brands has been empirically confirmed to impact
attitudes, preferences, and purchase intentions (e.g., Aaker 1999; Graeff 1996; Sirgy
1985). The construct has also been proven to have a direct positive relationship with
consumer satisfaction with and commitment to a brand (Yim, Chan, and Hung 2007).
Research further suggests that products that are consumed conspicuously or
visibly are more likely than privately consumed products to invoke consumer personality
associations such as SIC (Sirgy 1982). While many products and services are consumed
publicly, there are few “products” consumed more visibly than the bricks-and-mortar
retailer. For other conspicuously consumed products, the majority of research has
focused on the importance of reference groups in the formation of consumer-brand
connections (e.g., Moore and Homer 2008; Swaminathan, Page, and Gurhan-Canli 2007;
White and Dahl 2007). No published research, however, examines the role of the retail
servicescape in creating personality associations for consumers. As a factor much more
easily manipulated by the retailer than a consumer’s reference groups, this is a subject
worthy of research.
The servicescape is the totality of the elements that comprise the physical
surroundings of a consumption setting (Bitner 1992). While it is the holistic assessment
of these elements that is generally considered to influence consumer behavior (e.g.,
Kotler 1973; Turley and Milliman 2000), the visual cues are the ones most immediately
available to the retail consumer. Given the importance and lasting nature of first
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impressions (Weitz, Castleberry, and Tanner 2005), the visual servicescape itself, then,
would seem to serve a diagnostic purpose for those consumers.
While researchers have paid a great deal of attention individually to retail
atmospherics, retail personality, and SIC, there seems to be little or no research that
explicitly examines the role of the retail servicescape in creating consumer SIC. This
research addresses that deficiency by combining both qualitative methods (Photo
Elicitation Technique and Grounded Theory) and quantitative methods (Cluster Analysis)
to explore the ability of the visual servicescape to serve as the basis upon which retail
consumers form impressions of SIC and to establish the importance of that relationship.
The paper is organized as follows: First, the literature regarding these three areas is
examined. Then the methods are explained, followed by a description and discussion of
the qualitative results. Finally, the qualitative conclusions are tested quantitatively and
future research directions are recommended.

Theoretical Foundations
Retail Personality
Nearly fifty years ago, Pierre Martineau (1958) studied the process consumers use
to decide which retailers to patronize. According to Martineau, “Clearly there is a force
operative in the determination of a store’s customer body besides the obvious functional
factors of location, price ranges, and merchandise offerings” (p. 29). He described this
force as the ‘personality’ of the store, which is comprised of functional qualities as well
as a constellation of psychological attributes that combine to define the store in the
8

customer’s mind. The intangible traits of retailer personality that include store layout and
display, styling, and service facilities play a vital role in attracting customers to a
particular retailer (Rich and Portis 1964). That perceived personality then plays a role in
the formation of consumers’ relationships with the brands whose personalities they
perceive as being similar to their own (Aaker 1997). The effects of such relationships
include increased levels of consumer trust and loyalty (Fournier 1998).
Products purchased and/or consumed conspicuously or visibly tend to invoke
personality associations more readily than those consumed in private (Sirgy 1982).
Retail stores certainly meet this criterion as they are nearly always consumed in the
presence of other consumers. Because consumers usually lack complete information
about retailers and are themselves imperfect information processors (Aaker 2000;
Ailawadi and Keller 2004; Porter and Claycomb 1997), their perceptions of retail
personality can become the heuristic upon which they base their opinions of retailers.
But how does the perceived retail personality impact consumer decision making? One
possible mechanism is SIC.

SIC
SIC theory is based on the research that shows that consumers utilize important
possessions to create their self-images, to reinforce and express self-identity, to assert
individuality, and to connect the self to others (Ball and Tasaki 1992; Belk 1988, Kleine,
Kleine, and Allen 1985; Wallendorf and Arnold 1988). Self-image plays an important
role in directing much human behavior (e.g., Burns 1979; Epstein 1980; Malhotra, Jain,
9

and Pinson 1988; Markus and Kunda 1986) and consumer behavior specifically (Aaker
1997; Belch 1978; Belch and Landon 1977; Grubb and Hupp 1968; Yim, Chan, and
Hung 2007).
Self-image is defined as the “totality of the individual’s thoughts and feelings
having reference to himself as an object” (Rosenberg 1979, p. 7). This is the reference
that consumers employ when forming opinions about the goods and services they
consume (Sirgy 1982; 1985), typically preferring those which are consistent with their
own self-images (Aaker 1997; Epstein 1980). Marketing researchers have examined the
role of SIC in consumer evaluations of malls (Chebat, El Hedhli, and Sirgy 2009; Chebat,
Sirgy, and St. James 2006) and services (Yim et al. 2007), as well as celebrity
endorsements (Marshall et al. 2008) and brand sponsorships (Sirgy et al. 2008). SIC has
been empirically proven to impact consumer attitudes, preferences, and purchase
intentions toward products and brands (e.g., Aaker 1999; Graeff 1996; Sirgy 1985; Yim
et al. 2007). Other than the research on mall image, SIC research specific to retailing has
been limited to a single study which examines consumers’ preferences for shopping in
discount, department, or specialty stores (Stern, Bush, and Hair 1977).

Atmospheric Impact
Interior designers often say that good design tells a story (Yanow 1995). Whether
it is the subdued drama of an elegant restaurant or the exotic romance of a carefully
designed hotel room, the design should speak to the people who share the space (e.g.,
customers, employees, management). That goal is at the core of the retailing
10

phenomenon referred to as atmospherics (Kotler 1973). An effective retail atmosphere
allows for maximum “projection” (p. 61) by a multitude of patrons, allowing consumers
to interpret a meaning from the combined atmospheric cues in the environment. Kotler
claimed, more than three decades ago, that atmosphere was actually the primary product
of many retail establishments and predicted that atmospheric differentiation would
become a chief form of competition for retailers that offer similar product classes. For
proof that this prediction has become reality, one needs look no further than at the fairly
recent proliferation of theme restaurants selling relatively bland food to patrons willing to
pay a premium for the setting.
Emotional responses to environmental stimuli impact the length of time
consumers spend in an environment and the amount of money they spend there (Turley
and Chebat, 2002; Turley and Bolton, 1999; Greenland and McGoldrick, 1995; Donovan
and Rossiter 1982). Environmentally-induced emotions have also been shown to create
positive effects on retailers’ private label brands (Richardson, Jain, and Dick 1996), to
impact perceptions of time/effort and psychic costs (Baker et al. 2002), and to influence
directly the amount of unplanned purchases (Kent 2003). Indeed, Baker et al. (2002)
found that consumers’ perceptions of design cues contribute more to a favorable retailer
impression than either social cues (employee attitudes and actions) or merchandise cues
(quality and value).
While there are multiple elements that combine to create retail atmosphere (e.g.,
sounds, scents, crowding, haptic sensations), the visual element is the one that is often
most diagnostic for consumers because visual stimuli are the most immediately
11

accessible (e.g., Bellizzi, Crowley, and Hasty 1983; Lurie and Mason 2007). The human
mind can only process a given amount of complex stimuli and often attempts to
oversimplify circumstances and surroundings, extracting and perceiving only the
meanings that appear most salient (Ornstein and Ehrlich 2001). Typically, consumers
visually experience a retailer before they have the opportunity to process the other
pertinent cues, and as a result, form their opinion based on that visual impression.
Prior researchers have used the terms “atmospherics” and “servicescapes” to
describe the retail environment. Atmospherics has been the preferred term in the retail
literature and servicescape has been the term of choice in services literature (Turley and
Bolton 1999). Both refer to the belief that a marketing environment should be designed
to induce certain feelings and to elicit desired responses from consumers. Though the
terms are often used interchangeably, this researcher’s opinion is that retail atmosphere
refers to specific design elements such as colors, scents, sounds, and textures, and that the
servicescape additionally includes spatial considerations such as store layout, display
design, and service elements such as employee behavior. For the purpose of this
research, the term “visual servicescape” will be used to describe the portion of the retail
environment that the consumer perceives visually.
Taken together, prior research suggests that consumers will base a considerable
portion of their attitudes or opinions of a retailer’s personality on the visual servicescape.
This study attempts to demonstrate that retail personality is conveyed by the visual
appearance of the retailer and that those consumers who perceive a retail personality
similar to their own will experience a more positive attitude toward the retailer than
12

consumers who do not feel such congruity. If this is shown and the prior research is
correct, then it should also be true that for the consumers who experience it, this
similarity should translate to increased spending intentions (both planned and unplanned
purchases) and to enhanced attitudes toward the retailer, the service they receive, and the
quality of the encountered merchandise. Consequently, the visual servicescape will
logically have important ramifications for retailers and their ensuing profitability.

Method
In order to assess consumers’ reactions to visual retail servicescapes, consumers
will be asked to describe their reactions to a single servicescape. The participants in the
study will examine photographs of a retail servicescape and then describe their
assessment of the personality conveyed by that servicescape, their feelings about the
message conveyed by the servicescape, and their attitudes toward the typical consumer
they would expect to see shopping there. The responses of these participants will be the
subject of analysis that informs this research.
Ten retailers were selected as the focus of this study (See Table 2.1). To be
included in the sample, the retailer had to meet two of the following three criteria: 1.)
inclusion in a list of the top-spending advertisers for the year 2006 (e.g., Andrews and
Boyle 2008; Johnson 2007); 2.) inclusion in popular press listings of top U.S. retailers
(e.g., Schmidt and Simonson 1997; Roberts 2004); and 3.) references to them in prior
academic retailing literature (e.g., Thompson and Arsel 2004; Venkatraman 2008).
Additionally, each retailer selected had to have a national presence. Each of these
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retailers is deemed to possess sufficient resources to devote to the creation of a distinct
image and to have demonstrated the ability to do so. Interestingly, several of the retailers
have also been described by prior researchers as creators of experiential (rather than
purely functional) servicescapes (c.f., Healy, Beverland, Oppewal, and Sands 2007;
Schmidt and Simonson 1997; Thompson and Arsel 2004). These retailers have exhibited
a willingness to expend resources to attract customers and should, therefore, have
resources available that could be utilized to create customer-pleasing store environments.
The similarity in available resources, focus on creating a unique environment, and
national presence facilitate their inclusion in a grounded theory research approach
(Warden et al. 2008), which is described below. See Appendix A for descriptions of the
retailers included in the study.

Table 2.1
Retailers Included in Essay One

Bass Pro Shop
Bath and Body Works
Best Buy
Fresh Market
Hollister Co.

Kohl's
Lowe's
Starbucks
Target
Wal-Mart

Grounded Theory

Grounded theory is an inductive approach to theory building that involves
deconstructing text obtained from subjects under study and identifying categories and
concepts which will then guide further research (Strauss and Corbin 1998). The three
stages of grounded theory are open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Open
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coding employs constant comparison of the text for the development of low-level
categories; axial coding combines those categories and places them in context as they are
compared to new data; and selective coding builds a theoretical framework based on the
most prevalent categories. These stages allow the researcher to draw analogies and to
make justifiable and reliable conclusions.
Often the coding processes of grounded theory are carried out by multiple
researchers to enhance the validity of the conclusions. This study employs a different
technique in which the conclusions of the researcher are tested quantitatively with data
collected simultaneously with the consumer textual descriptions. The quantitative
findings serve to validate the conclusions (Arnold and Reynolds 2003).

Photo Elicitation

Because consumer assessments of the servicescape are comprised of both
cognitive and affective components, they are difficult to measure using only one
technique. Surveys may tap the consumer’s cognitive processes, but are somewhat less
effective at capturing the affective processes (Morse 2002; Zaltman and Coulter 1995).
In addition, consumers often experience difficulty verbalizing their responses even if
asked to do so immediately after leaving the servicescape in question (Donovan and
Rossiter 1982). Attempts to uncover consumers’ feelings while actually in the
servicescape also can be clouded by factors such as the presence of other shoppers or
sales personnel (Eroglu and Machleit 1990; Michon, Chebat, and Turley 2005). A
research method that has been utilized to overcome these difficulties is the photo15

elicitation technique (PET), which employs photographs to guide interviews or surveys.
The value of this technique relates to the fact that visual imagery reaches a deeper level
of human consciousness than words alone (Harper 2002). Therefore, the inclusion of
images tends to evoke more emotional responses, giving the researcher access to not only
the cognitive but also the affective aspects of consumers’ lives. A second benefit of PET
is that the inclusion of images tends to elicit longer and more comprehensive responses
than questions asked without visual prompts (Collier 1957). PET can also increase the
validity and reliability of a study by ensuring that all respondents have a common point
of reference (Becker 1975; Collier 1987; Lincoln and Guba 1985).
While PET has been employed most often in the fields of anthropology and
sociology, the technique lends itself well to consumer behavior research (e.g. Sherry,
1988; Wallendorf and Arnould 1988; Westbrook 1985), and specifically to the study of
consumer responses to servicescapes (e.g. Rosenbaum 2005; Venkatraman and Nelson
2008). Photos trigger meaning for respondents who access information, feelings, and
memories to express themselves more fully. Because this research examines the impact
of the servicescape on consumers’ sense of connection and involvement, PET seems
especially appropriate.

Cluster Analysis

A technique commonly employed for defining homogeneous groups, cluster
analysis places responses into clusters so that the observations in the same cluster are
more similar to one another than they are to those in other clusters. The benefit of the
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method is that homogeneity of the responses is maximized for each cluster and
heterogeneity between the clusters is minimized (Hair et al. 2006). The technique is
often used in marketing research to create consumer behavior typologies (e.g., Albert,
Merunka and Valette-Florence 2008; Arnold and Reynolds 2003; Singh 1990). Cluster
analysis is appropriate for this research as a means of verifying that the groups that
emerged during the qualitative analysis exhibit consistency in similarity as well as
minimal overlap.

Sample

A team of forty-eight trained recruiters approached consumers and asked them to
participate in the study. The recruiters, senior undergraduates in a personal selling
course, were assigned a final course project of recruiting ten participants. All recruiters
participated in a three-hour training session that stressed the use of their selling skills in
qualifying participants, setting appointments, explaining the study to those participants,
and in obtaining their commitment to thoughtfully complete an in-depth online survey.
Each recruiter followed up with their ten participants to ensure that they had indeed
completed the survey. As e-mail address was one of the questions asked of each
respondent, e-mails were sent to a randomly selected ten percent of the respondent e-mail
addresses to verify the accuracy of the responses. No discrepancies were found. Four
hundred eighty-eight participants were recruited. After removal of incomplete responses,
446 usable responses remained. The resulting sample was 55.3% female with an average
age of 34.4 years (The youngest respondent was 18 and the oldest was 83.).
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Instrument

The primary phase of this research employs PET to explore consumers’ attitudes
toward the visual servicescapes of the retailers. High quality digital photographs of the
ten retailers’ servicescapes were taken by the primary researcher. This approach was
used rather than securing photographs from the retailers themselves in order to obtain
images of average locations. Three judges familiar with the retailers examined the
photographs to determine their representativeness and consistency of quality. To avoid
potential bias created by recognizable brand names, photo manipulation software was
used to remove all retailer logos as well as any pricing information. Special care was
also taken to avoid the inclusion of any customers in the images, as the presence of other
shoppers in the photos had the potential to bias respondents and remove the focus from
the visual servicescape itself.
Each recruited participant was given a website address and asked to take an online
survey regarding only one of the ten retailers and to answer questions regarding their
opinions of that retailer. Each recruiter had ten survey website addresses, one for each of
ten identical surveys designed to elicit responses regarding photographs of only one of
the ten retailers. The website address given to the participant was randomly selected
from that group. The participants were not told the name of the retailer they would be
discussing and were entered into a random drawing for a $100 Amazon gift certificate as
an incentive to provide thoughtful responses.
A block of five different photos of the retailer remained on the screen during the
entire survey. Respondents were asked open-ended questions prompting them to describe
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the impression that the retailer in the photos was trying to convey, the typical customer
they would expect to see shopping there, and how they would feel if they were shopping
in the store. As a manipulation check to ensure that previously-held attitudes were not a
significant factor, respondents were also asked if they recognized the retailer in the
photos and, if they did, to name the retailer. The respondents who do not recognize the
retailer have only the servicescape photos upon which to base their responses because no
prior retailer knowledge exists. If statistical analysis reveals no significant differences
between the responses of those who recognize the retailer and those who do not, then it is
safe to conclude that preconceived opinions of the retailers are not a significant basis for
either group’s responses. Additionally, respondents were asked to name their favorite
place to shop and to describe the way they feel when they shop in their favorite store.
See Appendix B for samples of the photos that respondents viewed.
SIC with the retailer was measured using three items from a scale employed by
Yim et al. (2007). The scale captures the extent to which the respondent believes that the
focal retailer matches the respondent’s own self-image. Minor wording modifications
were made to better reflect the focal object. Items used to measure attitude toward the
visual servicescape were adapted from two scales designed to measure retail appearance
(Manolis et al. 1994) and retail image (Dickson and Albaum 1977). Five items that
specifically addressed consumers’ overall assessment of the visual components of the
servicescape were selected. Involvement was measured using the reduced ten-item
Personal Involvement Inventory (Zaichkowsky 1994). Overall attitude toward the
retailer was measured using a two-item scale designed for this study. Table 2.2 shows
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the items and their reliabilities. One additional original measure created for this study
asked respondents to indicate in which of forty-seven retailers they have previously
shopped. The percentage of retailers that the respondent selected was calculated as a
RetailQ score, an indicator of the extent to which the consumer is familiar with various
retailers.

Table 2.2
Measures Used in Essay One
Attitude Toward the Servicescape ( = 0.90) (*Manolis et al. 1994 / **Dickson and Albaum 1977)
(5-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. This store has a good appearance. *
2. This store is in good physical condition.*
3. This store's layout is good. **
4. This store is attractive. **
5. This store has good displays. **
Attitude Toward the Retailer (Original Scale)
(5-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. Overall I have a good impression of this store.
2. I would enjoy shopping in this store.
Self-Image Congruity ( = 0.93) (Yim et al. 2007)
(5-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. Visiting this store would help me achieve my image and character.
2. Visiting this store would help reflect who I am.
3. Visiting this store would fit well with my image.
Involvement ( = 0.90) (Zaichkowsky 1994)
(7-pt semantic differential)
Below is a list of adjectives. The word on the right is the opposite of the word
on the left. Please place a mark along the continuum that best describes your feelings.
1. Important ------- Unimportant
2. Boring -------Interesting
3. Relevant -------Irrelevant
4. Exciting ------- Unexciting (R )
5. Means Nothing ------- Means a lot to me
6. Appealing ------- Unappealing (R )
7. Fascinating ------- Mundane (R )
8. Worthless -------Valuable
9. Involving ------- Uninvolving (R )
10. Not Needed ------- Needed
(R ) Reverse-coded item
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Before any analysis was completed, the mean quantitative responses of
respondents who reported that they recognized the retailer in the photos (70.2% of the
usable sample) were compared with the mean responses of the respondents who did not
recognize the retailer. There were no significant differences at the 0.01 level of
significance in any of the indicators other than that for RetailQ (p=0.05). It was expected
that this indicator would be significantly different between the two groups because it is a
measure of consumers’ familiarity with a variety of retailers. The lack of significant
differences in the two sets of scores for the other indicators provides evidence that the
responses were indeed based upon the visual servicescape.
The descriptions of the visual servicescape, the typical customer, and feelings
associated with shopping in that servicescape provided in response to the open-ended
questions by the respondents proved to be a rich source of data. Consistent with
grounded theory, the data were analyzed employing an iterative process through a threestage constant comparison process (Strauss and Corbin 1990). During the first stage the
data were coded using open coding to identify categories of responses to form initial
concepts. In the second stage, axial coding was utilized to integrate those categories
across the responses into central categories. Finally, in the third stage, selective coding
was used to reduce the central categories into emergent themes. Additionally,
connections were made between the relationships among the categories and themes
(Janesick 1994).
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Findings

An interesting trend that emerged during the open coding phase was the
propensity of respondents to describe their reactions to the retailers much as they would
describe relationships with people (e.g., “This store would make me feel like I’m not
really that important. I don’t think my purchase would matter at all,” and “You can tell
this retailer goes out its way to make sure you feel comfortable when you’re there. They
would treat you like company!”). This is consistent with research on brand relationships
(e.g., Aaker 1999; Fournier 1998) that indicates that consumers form relationships with
those brands that they perceive to possess a brand image similar to their own self-image.
What is unique, however, is the suggestion that such relationships could be formed with a
branded retailer based on the visual servicescape.
During axial coding, five broad categories of relationship types emerged from the
data, and because relationship was the broad theme, each of the categories are named for
the relationship type that best describes the relationship the respondent perceives. These
relationships represent sequential stages along a relationship continuum, and they are:
Perfect Matches, Mismatches, Fair-Weather Friends, Best Friends, and Acquaintances.
Selective coding of the responses then allows the researcher to describe the relationship
themes that emerged in more detail. Each of these relationships is described and
representative responses are provided below, along with emergent relationship themes
uncovered during the selective coding phase. During selective coding, the researcher’s
own judgment plays an important role in the classification of subjects. If it were feasible
to say that all respondents who use a specific word are automatically in Group X and only
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the respondents who use another word are automatically in Group Y, the entire process
would be much easier and less subjective. The dynamic nature of consumer behavior,
however, precludes such a simplistic approach and the researcher is left to form his own
best judgment of the overall picture painted by each respondent. See Table 2.3 for the
criteria that guided the classification of respondents into the various relationship themes.
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Table 2.3
Selective Coding Guidelines that Emerged During the Research
Perfect Matches
Comments referring to the personality of the store and the respondent being a good fit
Typical words used by the respondents:
"greatest" "best" "so happy" "inviting" "welcoming" "interesting" "unique"
Very positive assessments of the visual servicescape
Use the word "love" to describe the relationship to the retailer
Describe the retailer as trying to deserve their patronage
Most positive assessment of typical patrons

Mismatches
Consistently negative attitudes toward the retailer
Most negative assessment of typical patrons (e.g., "nerds," "geeks," "posers")
Typical words used by respondents:
"overwhelmed" "bored" "annoyed" "out-of-place"
Report that they would not shop with this retailer
Report that the retailer is trying too hard or cannot live up to the promise of the visual servicescape
Report an inhospitable vibe

Fair-Weather Friends
Both positive and negative assessments of the retailer
Typical words used by respondents:
"comfortable" "interesting" "at-ease"
Sometimes use words employed by other groups, but overall impression is distinctly middle-of-the-road
Focus on practicality, citing their willingness to patronize the retailer when convenient
Several report that the visual servicescape might be the most important reason they would visit the retailer

Best Friends
Stronger overall positive attitudes than Fair-Weather Friends but not as strong as Perfect Matches
Often describe patronizing multiple retailers, consistent with high RetailQ scores
Typical words used by respondents:
"reliable" "organized" "quality" "cool"
Expectation of a broad range of patrons
Also report enjoyment of the visual servicescape
Only group to use the word "hopeful"

Acquaintances
Stronger overall negative opinions of the retailer than Fair-Weather Friends but not as negative as Mismatches
Generally seem disinterested
Rarely discuss the typical patron even when prompted to do so
Typical words used by respondents:
"relaxed" "cautious" "bored" "cold"
Only group to report that the visual servicescape does not send any message at all to them
Only group to report overstimulation by the visual servicescape
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Perfect Matches

Perfect Matches are those respondents who report a high degree of similarity
between themselves and the retailers. Describing the shopping experience they would
expect to have, they use positive superlatives such as “greatest,” “best,” and “so happy.”
Based on their reactions to the photos of the servicescape, members of this group tend to
rate the store environment most positively and describe the most positive attitude toward
the retailers overall. Representing over eleven percent of the sample, Perfect Matches
use words like “love,” “inviting,” “welcoming,” “interesting,” and “unique” to describe
the retailers that inspire extremely positive reactions.
A consistent theme that emerges from the comments of this group is that they feel
the retailers are trying to earn their patronage or to make their shopping experience more
positive. While this is a stated goal of virtually every retailer in the study, Perfect
Matches represent the only group that consistently reports experiencing love for the
retailer:
“I think they are trying to make shopping much more fun and exciting. I have no
idea what store this is, but I do know that it would be great fun to have the
opportunity to shop somewhere like that. I think that everyone from housewives
to gourmets could find something that would make them happy there.” (52yo
married female / Fresh Market)
“They pay so much attention to detail that it would make me feel really important
and cool to shop there.” (23yo single male / Bass Pro Shop)
“I think they’re trying to say, ‘We care about what the customer thinks about out
store. We take great pride in the display, organization, and cleanliness of our
store. We want it to be comfortable, attractive, and inviting.’ It’s really
important to focus on a broad range of customers and not just one segment or
class of people. Even though this store looks really nice, it doesn’t feel like they
are snobby. I would feel comfortable and welcome.” (44yo married female /
Fresh Market)
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More often than any other group, Perfect Matches specifically discuss the impact
of the visual servicescape:
“I would like shopping in this store because it feels like a huge specialty store but
it’s really just like a huge grocery store-like building with dark but warm décor
unlike ‘normal’ grocery stores. I like it because it’s unique.” (25yo single male /
Fresh Market)
“I love the spa-like feel I get form this store. It looks clean and sleek and modern
but traditional at the same time. I think the atmosphere is all about the customer
seeing the products in a pleasing, comfortable setting. I bet I could find what I
wanted easily. They would have stuff I want, but there would also be lots of
things I could find there that I didn’t even know I wanted!” (28yo partnered male
/ Bath and Body Works)
“This is not your typical corporate-looking retail store. It looks like a natural
and comfortable place to shop. I would feel really comfortable and relaxed, and I
would enjoy the time in there. I think I would be tempted to see everything in this
store.” (48yo single male / Bass Pro Shop)

Perfect Matches exhibit enthusiasm not only for the servicescape but also for the
customers they expect to see there. They seem to take pride in being the kind of
customer that would shop with these retailers:
“I think people who shop here would be people who take care of themselves.
They’re concerned with their outward appearance and the choices of food they
consume. People that shop here would like nice things but still be down-to-earth.
I would feel special and excited walking into a store like this. I love the
atmosphere!” (25yo single female /Fresh Market)
“You’d see cultured people shopping here. People who take their work seriously
but want to get away from the 9-to-5 for just a bit would enjoy coming in here and
feeling calm for a while.” (49yo married female /Starbucks)
“The person shopping here would be well-groomed and polite to others. They
come here because they have a little bit of money but don’t want to waste it. I
know this store – it’s Target, and I love it!!! This is one of my favorite stores and
it makes me feel happy just to go in there even if I don’t need anything.” (21yo
single female)
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The ability of the visual servicescape to make customers feel welcomed is an important
theme that emerges also:
“The retailers are telling you that anyone is welcome here and that they have a
lot to offer everyone. That would make me feel comfortable.” (43yo married male
/ Wal-Mart)
“This store gives you the feeling of a small-town store with less of a big-box
retailer feel. That’s nice because you would feel more comfortable, making you
spend more time in the store instead of feeling rushed to get out.” (24yo single
female / Fresh Market)
“I love to shop in a place where I feel welcome and can easily find what I need by
the signs that indicate where things are. The average person can find anything
there.” (18yo single female / Wal-Mart)

And some Perfect Matches who recognize their favorite retailers exhibit positive
emotions. They describe with great enthusiasm their feelings for the retailer that they
feel matches their own self-image so well. It appears that when the respondent is aware
of the retailer’s identity, some Perfect Matches are even more inclined to make
comparisons between the retailer’s personality and their own:
“Shopping at Hollister makes me so happy. It’s so cool in there and they have the
newest styles.” (23yo single female)
“This store has a little bit of everything. It’s comfortable to shop there, and I love
it!!!” (19yo single female / Kohl’s)
“There are only a few stores that I shop in, and this is definitely one of them.
Bass Pro Shop makes me happy. I love it.” (57yo married male)

The attitude of Perfect Matches seems to be encapsulated best by this respondent:
“It looks like this store is trying to send a message that they have everything like
some of the other BIG retailers but they care enough about their customers to
present it in a unique way. I would expect to see people like me shopping there –
people who appreciate value but want something a little more unique than you
could find somewhere else. It would make me happy to shop there. It’s cheerful
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and I like the wide aisles. It seems like it would be easy to move around and there
would be a lot to see.” (36yo married male / Target)

The retailer who can achieve Perfect Match status with consumers is in an enviable
position. For many of these respondents, just entering the store makes them feel good.
They seem to like the merchandise even more because of the setting where they
experience it. Based on the similarity they perceive between the store’s identity and their
own, they appear to think more highly of themselves just for being there. They also are
extremely willing to discuss their affection.

Mismatches

Unlike Perfect Matches, Mismatches, slightly more than ten percent of the
sample, exhibit consistently negative attitudes toward the retailers. Their reactions to the
servicescapes were the most unfavorable and in line with their overall attitude toward the
retailers and the customers they would expect to find there. In direct opposition to the
“welcoming” feeling that Perfect Matches experience with retailers, Mismatches often
express feeling “overwhelmed,” “bored,” “annoyed,” and “out-of-place.” A common
theme uncovered during selective coding for this group is their belief that the retailer is
trying to be something more than it actually delivers, a sentiment that also translates to
the typical customers who shop there. Contrary to the Perfect Matches’ aspirational
groups that patronize the retailers, Mismatches tend to expect “posers,” “geeks,” and
“nerds” to roam the aisles of these stores. It is not uncommon for the members of this
group to proclaim emphatically, “I would not shop here!”
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Consistent with the animosity they feel for retailers whom they perceive as trying
too hard without actually proving themselves, Mismatches group the store and its
expected patrons together:
“This appears to be the type of store where young, trendy, wealthy people would
shop. It reminds me of high school students who try too hard to look like
everyone else. I don’t appreciate the image this store is trying to convey.” (24yo
single female / Hollister Co.)
“I think you’d see upper-middle-class suburbanites with little imagination and a
desire to ‘look the part.’ I would feel bored, irritated, and sheep-like if I were in
this store.” (29yo single female / Kohl’s)
“I know exactly who you would see shopping in here. It would be someone who
enjoys the outdoors, but not a real outdoorsman. They would like the things far
more than the sport itself. I would be completely overwhelmed and uninterested.
It seems crowded and the lighting is weird. I don’t think I would enjoy this
shopping experience.” (28yo single female / Bass Pro Shop)

For some Mismatches, their dislike of the retailer stems from what they perceive
to be an inhospitable vibe they get from the servicescape:
“Parts of this place look like they want you to stay awhile and other parts say,
‘Eat, drink, and leave.’ I would feel confined in there.” (49yo married male /
Starbucks)
“It’s so bland in there. I don’t think I would feel warm or like they want my
business.” (37yo married male / Wal-Mart)

While others in this group are troubled by the lack of a cohesive message they feel the
retailer conveys with its visual servicescape:
“It’s unclear to me exactly what they are going for. It appears to be an upscale
grocery store that just looks pricey and expensive. Snobby people looking to
impress others would be in this store, but I would be uncomfortable and wanna
leave quickly!” (20yo single male / Fresh Market)
“I have no earthly idea what story they are trying to tell with this store. Maybe
they want you to think they can meet all your needs, but it’s so mundane. It’s very
grey, which is not something I find appealing. There’s too much clutter and the

29

high ceiling just makes it feel even more cold and impersonal.” (29yo single
female / Best Buy)

Other Mismatches report feeling an instant dislike based upon the feeling they get
from the visual servicescape:
“I would be incredibly irritated. I can just imagine overbearing music pounding
in my head now. This whole place looks like it is saying, ‘Hey, come buy a bunch
of crap we’re trying to market as trendy and must-haves for today’s vapid
tweens.” (40yo widowed male / Hollister Co.)
“Honestly, the lighting in there looks so poor that it makes the store uninteresting
and unappealing. I get the impression that the owners are trying to save money
on electricity or else they’ve designed the store around themselves and the kind of
environment that they would enjoy without thinking about their customers. It’s
not appealing to me.” (49yo married male / Starbucks)

Lack of SIC is the driver of complaints of some Mismatches:
“This looks like more of a hangout than a retail store. You’d probably see lots of
teeny boppers that want to fit in and willing to pay $100 for a pair of jeans. I
would feel completely out-of-place.” (83yo married male / Hollister Co.)
“This place is so not me. I would be embarrassed if anybody saw me in here.”
(27yo single female / Hollister Co.)

The total lack of appeal that Mismatches feel for these retailers is typified by this
respondent:
“In my opinion the retailer is trying to convey a sense of nonconformist
originality that still fits into a mainstream market. The store kind of gives off a
sense of romanticism with the dark mood lighting and the pictures on the walls of
hot models, but I would feel completely alienated and out-of-place. I would never
venture into such a dark, uninviting store. The props and the clothes themselves
look like they would be priced at a premium and I much prefer a basic no-frills
store.” (21yo single male / Hollister Co.)

Mismatches present an interesting challenge to retailers. They possess very strong
feelings about the retailer, its visual servicescape, and its patrons, but their negativity is in
response to an unappealing servicescape. These respondents feel little or no congruity
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between their own personalities and the personalities of the stores they so dislike. They
seem to be the type of consumers who would merely choose not to return rather than
becoming actively antagonistic brand adversaries. Attempts to manipulate the
servicescape and lure them back may only result in a more strongly held negative opinion
and more active dislike. In the case of this group, it may be best for retailers to simply let
sleeping Mismatches lie.

Fair-Weather Friends

The group called Fair-Weather Friends comprises nearly forty-three percent of the
sample. Fair-Weather Friends describe both positive and negative impressions they have
of the retailer and the customers who would shop there. Starbucks would make one
respondent “feel warm and cozy” (51yo married female) while the “big displays” of
Lowe’s would cause another respondent to “rush through buying only what I needed
because I would feel unimportant” (27yo single male). What sets them apart from the
two previous groups, though, is the strength of the words they use to describe their
opinions. Unlike the love expressed by many of the Perfect Matches, Fair-Weather
Friends tend to use words like “comfortable,” “interesting,” or “at ease” to describe the
way they would feel in the servicescape. Regarding the typical customers of the retailers,
the comments of Fair-Weather Friends again ranged from positive (“stylish,” “trendy,”
tech-savvy,” and “hip”) to negative (“know-it-alls” and “think they’re trend-setters”).
A distinguishing characteristic of Fair-Weather Friends is that they focus
primarily on practicality while describing conflicting opinions about the store and its
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typical patrons. Their moderate enthusiasm seems to be a result of the perceived benefits
they could receive from the retailer. Regardless of the retailer they are describing, they
use phrases such as “everything I could need or want,” “all in one place,” “all my
shopping in a matter of minutes,” or “easy to shop.” This dichotomy is expressed by
several respondents:
“This store looks very appealing. It looks ‘busy’ to a small degree, but the
displays look inviting – like I wouldn’t have a problem interacting with them. I
wouldn’t mind spending time in here at all.” (49yo married male / Target)
“I may feel a little overwhelmed because there are a lot of aisles with
merchandise piled up to the ceiling, but I would love and appreciate the neatness,
organization, and colors. Everything looks so clean, color-coordinated and
accessible.” (20yo single female / Lowe’s)
“I might feel a little out of place, but not nearly bad enough to prevent me from
shopping there!” (20yo single male / Starbucks)

The visual servicescape would be the primary draw for several members of this
group:
“I don’t really care too much for the products in the pictures, but the atmosphere
is really nice so I would maybe try to find some things.” (54yo married female /
Hollister Co.)
“It’s not my style but it looks like somewhere hot girls would shop, so I may walk
around in there for a minute.” (21yo single male / Hollister Co.)

It is common for this group to enjoy the anticipated shopping experience enough
that they would consider shopping there even though they have no need for the products
they offer. Respondents comment:
“The clothes they carry really aren’t my style, but I really like the lighting and the
fans, so I would feel comfortable looking around to see if I might find something I
could wear on the weekends.” (54yo married female / Hollister Co.)
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“I would only shop in this store if I needed something specific. I would feel
confident that I could find what I was looking for very easily and would feel
comfortable just being in the store, but I would probably only go for a gift for
someone else, not myself.” (25yo single female / Bass Pro Shop)

Another Fair-Weather Friend expresses the potential downside of a less-thanappealing visual servicescape:
“The store looks kind of modern but stark. I love this kind of stuff and I think I
would enjoy the merchandise I see in the picture, but I don’t think I would spend
any more time in here than I had to. It doesn’t feel very comfortable and I would
rather shop in a store that makes me feel at home.” (44yo married male / Best
Buy)

But the positive potential is also established:
“The products and displays in this store appear to be modern and stylish. I think
if I saw the exact same products and brands in another store, they would seem
more dated and out-of-style.” (34yo single female / Target).

Fair-Weather Friends seem to be a potentially valuable resource for retailers.
They feel positively enough about the visual servicescape that they are willing to
overcome potentially negative perceptions of other customers who shop there. Perhaps
their SIC with the retailer is sufficient to allow them to overlook aspects of the retailer
they do not like in favor of some other aspects that they do appreciate. They consider
shopping there even when they do not have a need for the merchandise they carry. They
also appreciate the practical benefits that retailers have to offer.

Best Friends

Best Friends comprise fifteen percent of the sample. They exhibit stronger
positive attitudes for the servicescape and for the retailer overall than Fair-Weather
Friends. Best Friends often make comparisons to other retailers, implying that they tend
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to shop with a variety of different retailers. Describing Target, one Best Friend explains,
“It’s so much nicer than a Wal-Mart!” They describe some of the same practical issues
as Fair-Weather Friends, using words such as “reliable,” “organized,” and “quality,”
while displaying some of the enthusiasm of Perfect Matches, using words such as
“exciting,” “cool,” and “amazing.” More than any of the other groups, they tend to
describe the typical patrons of the retailers as being of “a wide variety,” and “all types,”
demonstrating the broad appeal that they believe the servicescapes deliver. They also
express an enjoyment of the retailer based on the way that the visual servicescape makes
them feel:
“This kind of store makes me feel down-to-earth and crafty. I would be ecstatic to
find a store like this!” (57yo married female / Fresh Market)
“The design of this store is really interesting. I really like it. It looks like a shop
for young people who want to be different, stylish, and one step ahead of
everybody else. It would make me feel really comfortable to shop in here.” (23yo
single female / Hollister Co.)
“They are organized and you can tell they care about the health and lifestyle of
their customers. That makes me feel good and I think I would enjoy this store.”
(25yo married female / Fresh Market)

Describing the feelings they get from the visual servicescape, Best Friends are the
only respondents to use the word, “hopeful”:
“I feel hopeful when I look at this store. It makes me think of organizing and
cleaning my house and that makes me happy. Everything here looks so organized
that I know I could find what I want and get out with everything I came searching
for. It looks well-labeled and that would make the shopping experience much
more pleasant.” (48yo married female / Lowe’s)
“I would feel hopeful because I know they would have things that I would like to
use. It looks like they would enjoy having me shopping there and I could shop
unhurried and not pressured, free to look around and enjoy all the things they
sell.” (33yo married female / Bath and Body Works)
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In addition to the hopefulness of some of the Best Friends, there are also many reports of
feeling excited by the retail visual servicescape:
“It would be fun and exciting to see merchandise displayed in such an interesting
way. At the same time, though, it gives you that same warm feeling you get from
the small-town grocery store where I grew up.” (47yo married female / Fresh
Market)
“This would be exciting! It looks very organized and that makes it a fun place to
shop. I bet they have really helpful service there.” (26yo single female / Best
Buy)

Practicality is the primary concern that some of the Best Friends note:
“This place looks clean and pleasant without being run-of-the mill. I think it
would provide me with good service and an interesting product.” (46yo single
male / Starbucks)
“I would feel good about shopping in this store because it has a good appearance
and it looks like it would be easy to find things because of the signs throughout
the store. I would expect the things I find here to be of high quality.” (23yo
single male / Target)

The practical enthusiasm of Best Friends is summed up best by the following
respondent:
“The design of this store is very welcoming. From the minute you would walk in
the door, you would be intrigued. They’re really successful at drawing the
customer’s eye toward the products. I think they want you to feel at home. I
would expect to get a lot for my money here and I would feel good knowing they
were a reliable company.” (50yo married male / Best Buy)

Best Friends, as the name implies, are a valuable asset to the retailer. They focus on the
practical benefits they can attain and still manage to be excited by the extra touches that
set the retailer apart from the competition. Their SIC with the retailer is above average
and seems to encourage them to feel positively about the retailer even though they do not
share the extreme enthusiasm of Perfect Matches.
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Acquaintances

Acquaintances comprise nearly twenty-one percent of the sample and display
somewhat disinterested opinions of the servicescapes and retailers they examine. They
are not as negative as Mismatches, but lack even the moderate enthusiasm of FairWeather Friends. Similar to Best Friends, they mention other retailers as points of
reference, again indicating that they have experience with multiple retailers.
Perhaps a result of their overall lack of interest in the visual servicescape,
Acquaintances seem to offer only minimal descriptions of the typical consumer they
would expect to find in the servicescape. The members of this group are notable for the
somewhat measured responses they give when asked about the retailers. Positive
responses are rarely more enthusiastic than “relaxed” or “calm,” while negative responses
are also somewhat mild, using words such as “cautious.” The focus of their comments
also tends to be fairly moderate. Acquaintances are the only respondents who made
comments suggesting that they feel nothing from the visual servicescape:
“It’s not really hip or trendy. It’s not unique or original, and all I can say is that
it’s better than a gas station. Other than that, I feel nothing looking at this store.
If I were shopping here, I think I would still feel nothing.” (36yo divorced male /
Starbucks)
“This place looks nice, but it doesn’t make me ‘feel’ anything. As soon as I walk
in, I would be ready to leave.” (26yo married female / Bath and Body Works)

Similarly, other Acquaintances report being bored or getting a “cold” feeling from the
retailer:
“This retailer looks like they’re trying to say that they have everything you could
need, but it’s just cold and uninteresting.” (53yo married male / Kohl’s)
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“I would feel kind of overwhelmed in this store – just like a number, unimportant
to the store and as if my purchase was of no significance.” (22yo single female /
Wal-Mart)

An interesting theme for this group, and another that does not appear in the
comments of any of the other groups, is that of overstimulation. Only Acquaintances
discuss feeling particularly innervated by the environment they perceive:
“I feel overwhelmed by the choices and kind of overstimulated by the displays.”
(31yo married female / Bath and Body works)
“This store has kind of a neutral sense of ‘trendy’ or ‘chic’ but I would feel
anxious and nervous since there is so much clutter. I would have to dig for what I
want and that would be annoying.” (22yo single female / Target)
“There is too much going on in there, and it would make me feel anxious to get
out of there.” (27yo married female / Bass Pro Shop)

The less-than-middle-of-the road attitude of the Acquaintances would not deter
many of them from shopping with the retailers, but their patronage would be conditional
and brief:
“It’s too big and would be hard for me to find things. It would be OK to go and
look around but I wouldn’t want to spend much time in there. I bet it gets really
crowded around holiday time. Yuck!!!” (39yo married female / Bass Pro Shop)
“I would only come in this store if they had something I need. It looks like they
have a big selection, but it’s not for me.” (25yo single female / Best Buy)

Acquaintances do not seem to be the valuable retailer asset that Perfect
Matches and Best Friends are, but their cautious reactions to the visual servicescape
suggest that they do not hold any animosity like Mismatches do. The group reports
attitudes toward the servicescape that employ two negative extremes – total lack of
stimulation or overstimulation). Simple modifications to the servicescape could
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potentially win Acquaintances over and, barring that, they still express a willingness
to patronize the retailers if they have a need for the merchandise they carry.

Quantitative Verification

The tenets of methodological pluralism dictate that any qualitative research
technique should be followed up with quantitative analysis. While the PET that was
employed allows researchers to probe more deeply into consumer processes than
traditional surveys and the qualitative analysis of responses provides detailed descriptions
of a phenomenon, the analysis of related quantitative data can further validate the results
that are obtained. To accomplish this comparison, respondents were classified into
groups based upon their responses to the SIC scale and their RetailQ, two indicators that
appeared to vary fairly consistently across the themes. Scores on these two items were
used in a multi-step cluster analysis (Hair et al. 2006). The clusters were formed using
Ward’s method. A five-cluster solution emerged based on an examination of the changes
(scree plots) in the root-mean-square standard deviation (RMSSTD), semi-partial Rsquared (SPR), R-squares (RS), and the distance between clusters for a two, three, four,
five, and six cluster solution (Sharma 1996). Then, a K-means cluster procedure was
conducted to obtain the final five clusters using the initial seeds provided by the
hierarchical analysis. To examine the attitudinal outcomes associated with these clusters,
a discriminant analysis was then conducted using cluster membership as the grouping
variable. Table 2.4 presents the results of the cluster analysis, means of key constructs,
and demographic information for each response group.
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Table 2.4
Results of the Nonhierarchical Cluster Analysis and Cluster Means

Variable *
Self-Image Congruity
RetailQ (out of 100)
Attitude toward the VRS
Attitude toward the retailer
Involvement
Average Age
Gender
All items significant at the .000 level

Cluster 1
Perfect Matches
n=56 12.56%
4.567
48.98
4.628
4.741
5.804
32.96 years old
62.50% Female

Cluster 2
Mismatches
n=44 9.87%
1.284
46.43
3.253
2.534
2.685
36.28 years old
56.82% Male

Cluster 3
Fair-Weather
Friends
n=146 32.74%
2.994
41.13
3.929
3.843
4.542
35.67 years old
57.59% Female

Cluster 4
Best Friends
n=93 20.85%
3.561
70.84
4.309
4.323
5.274
33.62 years old
79.57% Female

Cluster 5
Acquaintances
n=107 23.98%
2.203
63.65
3.683
3.448
4.067
31.69 years old
51.40% Female

The clusters formed by the quantitative analysis were remarkably consistent with
the qualitative assessments of the researchers, achieving greater than ninety-five percent
agreement. An important finding that surfaced in the quantitative analysis is that
respondents’ involvement significantly and consistently varied with the clusters. More
positive attitudes toward the servicescape coincide with higher levels of involvement, and
vice versa. Implications are discussed in the following section. The clusters are
interpreted as follows:
Perfect Matches (n=146, 32.74% of the sample) – These consumers exhibit the highest

SIC and an average RetailQ. They represent the highest scores regarding their attitude
toward the visual servicescape, overall attitude toward the retailer, and involvement. See
Table 2.5 for Perfect Match responses that relate to the constructs of interest.
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Table 2.5
Perfect Match Responses
Perfect Matches
Self-Image Congruity:
"I feel organized and confident when I shop in a store like this." (22yo single female / Lowe's)
"I would feel important and cool shopping here." (23yo single male / Bass Pro Shop)
"I feel up-to-date and stylish when I think if shopping here." (21yo single male / Target)
Involvement:
"I would feel like starting a new project or making something." (18yo single male / Lowe's)
"I get thirsty just looking at the pictures of this place." (53yo married female / Starbucks)
"I know I would find things that I wasn't even looking for that intrigue me." (28yo single male / Bath
and Body Works)
Attitude Toward Servicescape:
"They have a unique, one-of-a-kind environment. It's easy-going." (24yo single male / Fresh Market)
"I like it. It has a better feel than a lot of stores." (21yo single male / Target)
"It's very open and bright. I would feel fortunate to shop here." (21yo single female / Bath and Body
Works)
Attitude Toward Retailer:
"I would love to shop here for my boys." (28yo married female / Bass Pro Shop)
"I love this place!" (37yo married male / Target)
"I know I can get what I need. It would be a fun experience to shop here." (37yo married female /
Wal-Mart)
Representative of the Cluster:
“...they care enough about their customers to present it in a unique way. I would expect to see
people like me shopping there...It would make me happy to shop there.” (36yo married male /
Target)

Mismatches (n=56, 12.56% of the sample) – Nearly the exact opposites of the prior

group, these consumers demonstrate the lowest SIC and an average RetailQ. They score
the lowest on their attitude toward the visual servicescape, overall attitude toward the
retailer, and involvement. See Table 2.6 for Mismatch responses that relate to the
constructs of interest.
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Table 2.6
Mismatch Responses
Mismatches
Self-Image Congruity:
"I don’t care for the image associated with this type of store." (24yo single female / Hollister Co.)
"I would feel out of place. It isn’t my style." (35yo single male / Starbucks)
"I would expect to see people like in the posters -- not me." (21yo single male / Hollister Co.)
Involvement:
"I would talk on my cell phone and hope to leave soon." (28yo widowed female / Best Buy)
"This is not my style at all." (25yo married female / Hollister Co.)
"I wouldn't feel anything because I wouldn’t be shopping in this store." (25yo married female /
Hollister Co.)
Attitude Toward Servicescape:
"My eyes would hurt because the lighting is awful." (20yo sing female / Hollister Co.)
"It just looks boring to me." (48yo married male / Bath and Body Works)
"They're just using all of this stuff to try to get you to buy stuff. It's just overwhelming to me." (50yo
married female / Bass Pro Shop)
Attitude Toward Retailer:
"I don't like box stores. This one feels cold and uninviting." (45yo married female / Best Buy)
"I would be bored out of my mind. This doesn’t appeal to me at all." (26yo single male / Lowe's)
"I don't shop in these kinds of stores. They bore me and don't have anything I would want." (46yo
married male / Bath and Body Works)
Representative of the Cluster:
"I would hate going here. The lines would be too long. It would take forever to find anything. I
can just feel myself getting annoyed. Too many people would be in there and I would be
uncomfortable." (52yo married male / Wal-Mart)

Fair-Weather Friends (n=107, 23.98% of the sample) – These middle-of-the-road

consumers represent average SIC scores but below average RetailQ. Their scores for
attitude toward the visual servicescape, overall attitude toward the retailer, and
involvement are very near the mean. See Table 2.7 for Fair-Weather Friend responses
that relate to the constructs of interest.
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Table 2.7
Fair-Weather Friend Responses
Fair-Weather Friends
Self-Image Congruity:
"I consider myself upper-class, so I'd be comfortable." (48yo married female / Fresh Market)
"I would feel like I needed to be a handyman or something." (23yo single female / Lowe's)
"…a little out of place, but it would make me feel urbane." (24yo single male / Fresh Market)
Involvement:
"I would need to think what my daughter might want." (44yo widowed female / Hollister Co.)
"It's not the type of place where I would normally go." (21yo single male / Starbucks)
"I'm personally not that interested in this kind of stuff, but if I needed something like this, I would
go here." (50yo married female / Best Buy)
Attitude Toward Servicescape:
"…slightly confused by the lighting. It's a confusing place." (59yo married female / Starbucks)
"It's laid back and comfortable -- pretty nice." (22yo married female / Best Buy)
"I would feel happy because it looks different from other grocery stores where I shop."
(54yo widowed male / Fresh Market)
Attitude Toward Retailer:
"I feel a little out of place. I don't like big business." (43yo single male / Lowe's)
"I would feel at ease shopping here for basics." (29yo single female / Bath and Body Works)
"I wouldn't mind shopping here. I would probably be satisfied with the products and the prices."
(30yo single female / Target)
Representative of the Cluster:
"I would have to be in a laid-back mood. I would not come in looking for something in
particular. Instead I would be shopping and seeing of there is anything worth buying." (22yo
single female / Kohl's)

Best Friends (n=44, 9.87% of the sample) – These consumers exhibit above average SIC

and the highest RetailQ of all the respondents. They also score above average on the
measures of attitude toward the visual servicescape, overall attitude toward the retailer,
and involvement. See Table 2.8 for Best Friend responses that relate to the constructs of
interest.
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Table 2.8
Best Friend Responses
Best Friends
Self-Image Congruity:
"This place could meet my needs regardless of my mood." (45yo married female / Starbucks)
"This makes me happy and suits my style." (26yo married female / Bath and Body Works)
"I would feel important and fun. It's trendy like me." (23yo single female / Kohl's)
Involvement:
"I would be excited to see all the new technology." (35yo single male / Best Buy)
"I get great ideas when I shop somewhere like this." (42yo married female / Lowe's)
"I would want to smell every product available and share my thoughts with the person I am
with." (27yo married female / Bath and Body Works)
Attitude Toward Servicescape:
"I like it because it's very unique." (25yo single male / Fresh Market)
"…homey, but not too much. I feel driven and ready to shop." (21yo single female / Target)
"This store looks very organized …roomy and would be a comfortable place to shop." (42yo
married female / Lowe's)
Attitude Toward Retailer:
"It seems trendy but at the same time reliable." (23yo married male / Fresh Market)
"I would enjoy shopping in this store." (40yo single male / Kohl's)
"You can tell this store meets the needs of the shopper. From do-it-yourself handymen to
carpenters, they have a good selection." (51yo married male / Lowe's)
Representative of the Cluster:
"I have shopped in this store many times. I really enjoy shopping here. It's invigorating and I
go in every section. I think mostly families shop here. We know that we can find everything we
need." (28yo married female / Target)

Acquaintances (n=93, 20.85% of the sample) – These consumers demonstrate below-

average SIC but above-average RetailQ. Their scores for attitude toward the visual
servicescape, overall attitude toward the retailer, and involvement fall below the mean.
See Table 2.9 for Acquaintance responses that relate to the constructs of interest.
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Table 2.9
Acquaintance Responses
Acquaintances
Self-Image Congruity:
"Makes me feel sort of cool but realizing I'm out of touch." (45yo single female / Starbucks)
"It feels younger than me." (49yo married female / Hollister Co.)
"I would feel feminine and I'm not!" (58yo divorced male / Bath and Body Works)
Involvement:
"This makes me hungry. I want to smell everything." (40yo married female / Fresh Market)
"I would feel a lot of energy in this store." (20yo single male / Hollister Co.)
"I would look around. I like the outdoors, but not enough to go in to this store. I bet a lot of
people shopping here aren’t really outdoors people." (32yo single female / Bass Pro Shop)
Attitude Toward Servicescape:
"I would feel lost if I didn’t know what I needed." (20yo single female / Best Buy)
"It looks dark and cluttered. I wouldn't find it appealing." (25yo single female / Hollister Co.)
"I would feel overwhelmed. It's so big and the products would be too high for me to reach them."
(49yo married male / Lowe's)
Attitude Toward Retailer:
"I would not like shopping in this store." (42yo single male / Target)
"Can we leave yet?" (21yo single female / Bass Pro Shop)
"I feel like I want to get what I need as quickly as possible and get out of there." (60yo married
male / Wal-Mart)
Representative of the Cluster:
"This store probably has stuff I would like, but I would most likely look somewhere else to find it.
It feels cold and industrial, and I don’t like the way that makes me feel." (56yo married male /
Best Buy)

The high level of agreement between the qualitative and quantitative analyses of
the data provides clear evidence that consumers’ evaluations of a retailer’s visual
servicescape have a positive relationship with their feelings of SIC and involvement with
that retailer. The demographic diversity of each cluster provides evidence that here is no
specific demographic identifier which predicts group membership, and suggests that
relationship type is specific to the particular consumer/retailer dyad. Hence, Perfect
Matches with Target may just as easily be Fair-Weather Friends with Lowe’s.
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The purpose of this research is to establish that the visual retail servicescape
impacts SIC and that SIC has a positive impact not only on consumers’ attitudes toward
retailers but also on the involvement that those consumers experience when immersed in
the servicescape.

Discussion and Theoretical Implications

The retailers who were selected for inclusion in this study represent a diverse
group of U.S. retailers with a broad product range. The common traits that they share are
an express interest in creating a positive shopping environment for their customers and
the financial resources to devote to creating such an environment.
The respondents of this study also represent a demographically diverse range of
U.S. consumers. They express viewpoints about the retailers that range from wildly
enthusiastic to despairingly negative. The five groups that they comprise are distinctly
different from one another and provide a useful tool for the examination of the qualities
that consumers consider (whether cognitively or affectively) when forming evaluations of
retailers.
The fact that there is no significant difference in the responses of those who
recognize the stores in the photos and those who do not (other than RetailQ) confirms
that it is indeed the visual servicescape upon which these respondents base their
evaluations. While there are other elements that combine to form a holistic assessment of
the servicescape, the primary importance of visual stimuli in both cognitive and affective
processing has been confirmed (Harper 2002). Quantitative analysis of the survey
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responses provided by the respondents and qualitative analysis of their comments
combine to provide evidence that a retailer’s visual servicescape impacts consumers’ SIC
with that retailer as well as the involvement that consumers experience.
The respondents’ impressions of the visual servicescape have obvious
associations with their sense of SIC and their attitudes toward the retailer and the other
patrons who shop there. Multiple respondents reported feeling that the retailer was just
like them. Consumers who think of themselves as “outdoorsy” and “rugged” tend to
enjoy Bass Pro Shop when they perceive that the retailer exhibits the same personality.
Other respondents who perceive the same retailer as being more like people who “want to
seem outdoorsy but really just like the stuff” tend to resent Bass Pro Shop as a “poser.”
Similarly, the same descriptors that some respondents use when describing Hollister Co.
– words such as “trendy” and “young” only seem to be positively applied when the
respondent perceives himself to represent those same qualities. Those respondents who
describe the same retailer with the same words, yet who think of themselves as “more
mature than that,” tend to be negative in their assessments of the retailer overall. Given
the positive association that SIC has with consumer assessments of the retailers, it is not
difficult to see why the construct has been linked in previous research to consumer
attitudes, preferences, and purchase intentions. This research is unique, however, in the
linking of the visual servicescape to those associations through SIC.
The finding that involvement increases along with SIC in response to the visual
servicescape is especially interesting in light of recent calls for research on the drivers of
involvement in retail settings (e.g., Liang and Wang 2008; Puccinelli et al. 2009; Sullivan
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and Heitmeyer 2008). This information will be useful to researchers studying
involvement and retailers eager to reap the benefits of more involved consumers.
Respondents who report positive assessments of the visual servicescape also often report
enhanced interest in the products the retailer carries. It is not uncommon for fans of the
visual servicescape to state that they would “go there just to see what I could find,” or
comment, “I know I could find things in there that interest me – it’s just so cool.” The
implication is that consumers who are not necessarily involved in a product category may
still experience product involvement as a result of its placement in a pleasing
servicescape. For example, anyone who has ever bought a set of mouse ears at “the
happiest place on earth” would experience difficulty trying to explain why they were
willing to pay a premium for something that would not normally be on their shopping
lists.
Another important outcome of this research lies in the comments of the
respondents. Nothing that they mentioned as important to them in forming their opinions
was unique to the abilities of large national retailers. Even single-location retailers have
the resources to create environments that are visually pleasing. Some respondents report
strong emotional bonds with just such retailers, suggesting that those may be even easier
to create at the more personal local level. Indeed, many of the respondents, when asked
about their favorite place to shop, described “a small book store in my home town” or “an
independent video store where I take my family.” Often these same respondents use
emotional terms to explain their feelings – words such as “love,” “happy,” and “sweet.”
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One respondent, a perfect example of SIC, even commented that the small local grocery
store that is her favorite “just reminds me of who I really am” (54yo female).
This research also validates the practice of target market segmentation.
Consumers who are Perfect Matches for Bass Pro Shops could just as easily be
Mismatches for Bath and Body Works. Indeed the 83-year-old respondent who reported
feeling completely out-of-place at Hollister Co. would probably not be considered the
target demographic for the trendy, youth-oriented retailer. With that in mind, Hollister
Co. stores are designed to create SIC with consumers who more closely match their target
segment, essentially signaling to consumers that if they don’t feel like this place is “you”,
then they’re probably right. While the resulting segment is inherently limited, future
research will examine the possibility that such a servicescape would appeal not only to
people who see themselves as trendy and young, but also to those who wish to be seen as
trendy and young.

Implications for Retailers

Retailers should take note of the finding that involvement increases along with
SIC toward the visual servicescape. The comments of many of the Perfect Matches
mention going to the retailer just to see what they have. This is very different from the
concept of product involvement driving retailer selection that has been suggested by
earlier research (e.g., Bronnenberg and Mela 2004; Dash, Schiffman, and Berenson
1976). The finding highlights the importance of the visual servicescape not only as a
means of communicating the retailer’s personality but also in creating a more positive
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assessment of the merchandise within the servicescape. Prior research has questioned the
justification for making substantial investments in creating a more atmospheric
servicescape through design execution and merchandising (Babin and Darden 1996). If
product involvement does increase because of the product’s placement within a pleasing
servicescape, then a more substantial investment in the design elements that encourage
involvement would be much easier to justify.
Big box retailers should also take note of the willingness of consumers to
relatively quickly determine the personality of the retailer based on the visual
servicescape. Stores that carry multiple lines of merchandise for different types of
consumers might be best served by ensuring that their entryways, the consumers’ first
visual contact with the store, exhibit as much general appeal as possible. Rather than
allowing all customers to enter directly into a men’s department or a women’s makeup
department, store entries should display broad appeal that conveys the retailers overall
personality to all of the demographic groups that might actually enjoy the individual
departments once inside.
Specialty retailers and small, local retailers should be pleased with the results
indicating that consumers tend to utilize such basic visual cues as color or neat displays
to form impressions of SIC. The implication is that any size retailer with even limited
budgets can create a relatable personality that speaks to consumers.
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Avenues for Future Research

Future research should examine the strength of the associations between attitude
toward the visual servicescape, SIC, and involvement. It would also be useful to conduct
more in-depth research with those consumers who report extreme emotional reactions to
retailers to determine what factors influence their feelings and how those feelings
translate into attitudes and behavior. Given the prevalence of reported emotional
responses to the servicescape, a scale to measure atmospheric affect would also be a
worthwhile undertaking. One such scale has been proposed (Turley and Bolton 1999) but
does not seem to capture the dimensions suggested by this study.
Another avenue for future research lies in the gender differences among two of the
more extreme groups, the predominantly female Best Friends and the predominantly male
Mismatches. Are these differences related to gender preference or perhaps to the utilitarian /
hedonic shopping modes of the respondents? Given the strong positive reactions of many
male respondents to Bass Pro Shop and Lowe’s, the answer could be that there are fewer
stores that male consumers find interesting, but their affection for those stores is no less that
that of their female counterparts.
Future research could also attempt to further dissect the rather sizable FairWeather Friends cluster. The malleability of this group’s feelings toward the retailer and
the size of the group suggest that they are a group worthy of closer inspection. Though it
is deemed beyond the scope of this research, a more nuanced review of their responses
and reported behavior would be useful in determining whether their middle-of-the-road
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attitudes could be shifted to a more positive assessment through further servicescape
manipulation.
Examination of possible interaction effects of the reason for shopping (e.g.,
shopping for self, shopping for others, shopping for necessities) would further illuminate
the link between SIC, attitude toward the retail servicescape, and involvement. Perhaps
consumers who are shopping for gifts or for family members are less inclined to compare
their own self-image to the retailer and more inclined to refer to the personality of the
person for who they are shopping.

Limitations

As with all empirical research, certain limitations apply to this study. First, the
sample does not necessarily represent a cross-section of U.S. consumers, a factor which
limits the generalizability of the study. While the sample is relatively diverse
demographically, there is no substitute for a truly random sample. Another limitation lies
in the survey instrument itself. Exploratory research such as this study is often conducted
with face-to-face interviews in order to allow the researcher to probe for more
information. In this case, the online survey allowed for a much larger sample size than
that allowed by face-to-face interviewing. The benefit of the larger sample was deemed
to offset the value of the potential depth of personal interviews. Also, this study was
limited to only retail servicescapes. The same principles that apply to consumer SIC with
a retailer should apply to other types of servicescapes as well. The factors that impact
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consumers’ reactions to other servicescapes such as professional offices, restaurants,
travel terminals, movie theaters, and hotels are equally important.

Conclusion

The mosaic of thoughts and feelings that form the basis of consumer behavior is
as complex as it often is elusive to researchers. The interplay of the cognitive and
affective is the very phenomenon that makes such research fascinating and far from
boring. While no single study can explain all of the inner workings of the consumer’s
brain, this one attempts to establish a basis for future research that will illuminate everincreasingly the relationships that consumers experience with the retailers in their lives.
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CHAPTER III
ESSAY TWO
I Love that Store! Toward a Theory of Customer Chemistry

Abstract: As in human relationships, a consumer sometimes “meets” a retailer and
magic happens. Their personalities mesh and there is chemistry between them. Only in
the past decade has marketing research focused on the unique bonds that consumers form
with various objects of consumption. Prior researchers have examined various constructs
such as brand attachment, brand relationships, and brand loyalty, yet none have
adequately explained the reasons that some consumers experience an affective bond with
certain retailers. As marketers, it would be helpful to find the components that are under
the retailer’s control that can make that magic happen more often than not and to
understand the process through which consumers go when forming this relationship. To
address this deficiency, a theory delineating the steps of the customer chemistry process
is proposed and empirically tested. The results of these tests reinforce the importance of
retailers’ understanding who their customers are and taking steps to keep the magic alive.
“Beavis, everything I need for the rest of my life is in that store.”
Butt-Head in Beavis and Butt-Head Do Christmas (1995)

Introduction

For years marketers have been trying to create and manage relationships with
their customers. The very concept of customer relationship management (CRM) implies
that customers and their attitudes toward the company must be managed. If we look to
other types of relationships, though, the fallacy of that concept becomes clear. In healthy
friendships and romantic partnerings, the relationship is not “managed” by one of the
partners. The participants are in the relationship because both of them want to be. To
suggest that retailers can impose relationships on their most appealing customers is akin
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to the notion of Neanderthal man clubbing and dragging home the Neanderthal woman
who seems most likely to provide him with healthy children – it is outdated and
impractical. Indeed, modern seekers of friends and lovers are more sophisticated in their
search. Turning to the Internet in growing numbers, people flock to sites such as
eHarmony.com and Chemistry.com, sites that promise to match them with potentially
significant others with whom they are highly compatible. Modern retailers might follow
suit. If they were to better understand which components of their own personalities were
attractive to consumers, they might stand a better chance of creating and enhancing
connections with those who seek a relationship with them. This essay addresses such a
connection – customer chemistry, defined as the consumer process of forming a positive
environmentally-derived emotional attachment (EA) to a retailer.
The idea that consumers are attracted to brands whose personalities are similar to
their own is the subject of a stream of self-image congruity (SIC) research (e.g., Chebat,
El Hedhli, and Sirgy 2009; Chebat, Sirgy, and St. James 2006; Sirgy 1982, 1985). The
belief that consumers are attracted to retail spaces whose environments are visually
pleasing is the basis of research related to atmospherics (e.g., Chebat and Michon 2003;
Chebat and Michon 2007; Kaltcheva and Weitz 2006) and servicescapes (e.g., Baker,
Parasuraman, Grewal, and Voss 2004; Bitner 1990, 1992). The ability of retail
servicescapes to create emotional responses in consumers and employees alike has been
the subject of much research (e.g., Bigne’, Mattila, and Andreu 2008; Donovan and
Rossiter 1982; Puccinelli, Goodstein, Grewal, Price, Raghubir, and Stewart 2009), and
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the concept of the emotional significance of attachment objects also has received
attention (Ball and Tasaki 1992).
The concept of brand relationships is not a new one (e.g., Brown, Kozinets, and
Sherry 2003; Fournier 1998; Holt 2004), but there has been little research relating to the
ability of retailers to create with consumers those same affective bonds which have been
empirically proven in the brand domain. The significance of this research lies in the
possibility that when consumers experience this customer chemistry, the same bond they
experience with the cathedral of consumption will be passed on to the objects that are
found, browsed, handled, and acquired there. Following a review of the conceptual
background and relevant literature, this essay (1) describes the process of customer
chemistry, (2) develops a testable model of this process, its antecedents and outcomes,
and (3) empirically tests that model against alternative models.

Theoretical Framework

Humans are predisposed to form close relationships (Hazan and Shaver 1994), but
what are the elements that create “chemistry” in interpersonal relationships? A review of
relationship literature from the psychology discipline indicates that people tend to be
attracted to those whose values, attitudes, opinions, and even physical features are similar
to their own (Hazan and Shaver 1994; Hinsz 1989; Rubin 1973). People are attracted to
those who engender feelings of security and stability, traits which provide a sense that the
object of attraction is able to meet specific needs (Shaver, Hazan, and Bradshaw 1988).
These impressions are often formed very quickly on the basis of visual appearance
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(Snowden, Thompson, and Troscianko 2006), and are highly resistant to change
(Muthukrishnan and Chattopadhyay 2007). When those impressions are positive, the
resulting attachment is emotionally laden (Mehrabian and Russell 1974), and that
attachment tends to grow stronger over time as shared experiences increase the emotional
significance of the attachment object (Ball and Tasaki 1992).

The Concept of Attachment

Attachment refers to a set of behavioral systems that serve primary human needs
by encouraging proximity with a nurturing adult capable of promoting a child’s security
and survival (Bowlby 1969). Attachment theory suggests that the nature of an
individual’s relationships is formed during a child’s interactions with these early
caregivers (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall 1978; Bowlby 1969, 1980). Further,
observing the way that a child behaves in both the presence, and especially the absence,
of the primary caregiver is posited to provide insight into the personality development of
that child. More recent research indicates that early caregiver attachments shape the way
that attachments are formed with friends and romantic partners as adults (Hazan and
Shaver 1987).
Whether early in life or as an adult, the three defining features of attachment are
the same. First, proximity maintenance relates to the desire to remain near and resist
separation from the attachment object; second, secure base behaviors refers to the
tendency to utilize the attachment object as a base from which to engage in
nonattachment behavior; and finally, safe haven describes the practice of returning to the
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attachment object for comfort, support, and reassurance (Hazan and Shaver 1994).
Importantly, the degree of EA to an object, whether it is a person or a thing, predicts the
nature of a person’s interaction with that object (Bowlby 1980; Hazan and Zeifman 1999;
Thomson, Park, and MacInnis 2005). Researchers have empirically established that EA
is the basis of relationships with pets (Hirschman 1994; Sable 1995), places of residence
(Hill and Stamey 1990; Rubinstein and Parmelee 1992), and collections (Slater 2000).

Attachment in Marketing Research

In marketing research, attachment theory explains relationships with special or
favorite objects (Klein, Klein, and Allen 1995; Price, Arnould, and Curasi 2000;
Wallendorf and Arnould 1988) and has informed much of the work that has been done
with regard to brands (Schouten and McAlexander 1995). Among the constructs that
have been investigated are brand attitude (Merrilees, Miller, and Herrington 2009;
Sengupta and Fitzsimmons 2004), brand commitment (Raju, Unnave, and Montgomery
2009; Warrington and Shim 2000), and brand loyalty (Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello
2009; Thompson and Sinha 2008).
Brand attitude is a judgment, positive or negative, about a brand, and recent
research questions the long-presumed validity of the attitude-behavior link (Park and
MacInnis 2006). While there is sometimes an affective component, these judgments are
more cognitive in nature. A positive brand attitude is often reflected in strong EAs but
the constructs differ primarily in the fact that attitudes reflect an evaluative assessment of
an object and can be formed rather quickly, even without actual exposure to the object.
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EA implies an affective component that develops over time and necessarily requires
contact with the object of attachment.
Brand commitment is often studied in the context of brand loyalty (e.g.,
Garbarino and Johnson 1999; Morgan and Hunt 1994) with commitment as a desirable
outcome of loyalty. Both constructs suggest that consumers exhibit a willingness to
remain in a relationship with a brand even when things go wrong. While neither fully
describes the outcomes of EA, one would expect such willingness to maintain the
relationship in the face of diversity to be exhibited by those who report a strong EA.
Indeed research has shown that consumers with EAs to brands are willing to pay a price
premium for those brands (Thomson et al. 2005).

Customer Chemistry as an EA

It follows logically that the retail brand should be capable of engendering a
similar EA in consumers. To date, however, research regarding retailers has focused
almost exclusively on the concept of loyalty (e.g., Bigne’ et al. 2008; Chebat and
Slusarczyk 2005). The only antecedents to loyalty to receive significant attention are
satisfaction (e.g., Gremler and Gwinner 2008; Srinivasan and Hanssens 2009) and delight
(e.g., Berman 2007; Tokman, Davis, and Lemon 2007; Chitturi, Raghunathan, and
Mahajan 2008). Satisfaction is thought to be an evaluative judgment (Mano and Oliver
1993) and therefore is distinctly different from an emotionally-laden construct such as
EA. While the definition of delight does imply that emotions – joy and surprise – occur
(Oliver and Rust 1997), the feeling of delight is suggested by many researchers to be
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fleeting and difficult to maintain (Arnold, Reynolds, Ponder, and Lueg 2005; Schneider
and Bowen 1999). Neither construct denotes the ongoing affective component that EA
implies. What then is the nature of the particular EA that consumer’s experience with a
retailer and how does this process of customer chemistry unfold?

Customer Chemistry: A Theoretical Basis for the Process

The concept of EA has proved somewhat elusive for marketing researchers.
While many studies have included the construct in their various models of customer love
(i.e., Ball and Tasaki 1992; Thomson, MacInnis, and Park 2005), none have provided an
acceptable working definition of EA. In most prior research the only definition provided
of EA is nearly the same as that of attachment. For instance Thomson et al. (2005) define
EA as an emotion-laden, target-specific bond between a person and an object, implying
that the only difference between the two constructs is the presence of emotion. These
definitions seem to ignore the subtlety of such a construct. Other research has referred to
consumption-related EA as “brand love” (Carroll and Ahuvia 2006), a concept similar to
but unique from interpersonal love (Ahuvia 2005; Carroll and Ahuvia 2006). Building
upon Belk’s (1988) suggestion that consumers use objects of consumption to define and
extend their own sense of self, the more current work defines brand love as “a construct
that assesses satisfied customers’ passionate, emotional attachment to a particular brand”
(Carroll and Ahuvia 2006, p. 79). Lacking, however, from this definition and all of the
previous research is a description of the consumer process of falling in love with a brand,
in this case a retailer.
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One possible explanation for the process can be found in the social psychology
literature. Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love has received a great deal of
support and describes interpersonal love as a combination of three components –
intimacy, passion, and commitment. The theory further states that people may find
themselves with alternating levels of the three components but that each component is
present to some degree when a person experiences love. Conceptually, these components
mirror constructs that are common in consumer behavior literature.

Intimacy / Engagement

Intimacy refers to “feelings of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness in
loving relationships” (Sternberg 1997, p. 315). In interpersonal relationships, intimacy is
generally an early stage that describes the warm feelings that one experiences when in
love. The construct refers to a feeling of being excited about the object of ones affections
and a desire to know more about them. This feeling is consistent with the concept of
engagement that is the subject of much business research.
Engagement has been explored in the management discipline (Kahn 1990; Saks
2006), in advertising research (McEwen 2004; Wang 2006), and most recently in
consumer behavior research (Sprott, Czellar, and Spangenberg 2009). While the core
concept is basically the same in each field of study, there seems to be a great deal of
difficulty in pinning down one definition that works for each. In fact, the status of the
engagement construct has been compared to the now generally accepted construct of
brand equity in that both were clearly recognized by practitioners but took some time to
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receive the academic respect they deserve due to potentially divergent interpretations
(Woodard 2006).
Management researchers have studied engagement primarily in the organizational
behavior and commitment literature (Bowden 2009). The accepted definition employed
in that discipline is that engagement is a combination of task behaviors that promote
connections to the work and others, increasing employee motivation (Kahn 1990). It is
further suggested that engagement is emotional in nature and acts to increase group
morale, cohesion, and rapport via positive psychological contagion (Salanova, Agut, and
Peiro 2005). In this context, engagement has been linked to loyalty to the firm and
increased productivity.
Advertising researchers have studied engagement as it relates to consumers’
reaction to advertisements, and describe it as a proxy measure of the strength of a
company’s customer relationships based on the extent to which consumers have formed
emotional and rational bonds with a brand (McEwen 2004). This definition has been
questioned, though, for its inclusion of a cognitive component by researchers who feel
that no rational thought is required for engagement to occur (Heath 2009). Those who
claim that engagement is purely an emotional response refer to definitions of the word
which include, “to hold the attention of; engross,” and “to induce to participate”
(Longman Dictionary of the English Language 1984, p. 484). These definitions appear
consistent with the definition held by many practitioners which describes engagement as
“turning on a prospect to a brand idea enhanced by the surrounding context” (ARF 2006,
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p. 10). Practitioners have linked engagement to consumers’ status as a “regular”
customer and a tendency to become a brand advocate (Bielski 2008).
While these definitions differ in their focus and verbiage, the message seems
consistent and leads to the definition of engagement that is employed in this research.
Here, engagement is defined as a heightened emotional state which encourages active
participation in one’s surroundings. Consistent with this definition, organizational

behavior literature suggests that engaged employees perform their jobs better. Likewise,
advertising literature suggests that those who are engaged by ad copy tend to perform
better on tasks related to retention and memory. Engagement as a stage of customer
chemistry, then, describes a similar situation – engaged consumers perform better as
consumers. They participate more actively in the act of consumption. This emotionallydriven participation is one thing that defines their status as consumers experiencing
customer chemistry. Engagement, then, is the first stage of the customer chemistry
process.

Passion

Passion is defined as intense and powerful feelings toward an object (Thomson,
MacInnis, and Park 2005) and can be either positive or negative. Consumer passion is
similar to but conceptually different from desire. Whereas desire is typically
conceptualized as a sudden and powerful compulsion to consume an object (Belk, Ger,
and Askegaard 2003), passion takes longer to develop and is not as angst-ridden as
desire, which is one of the suggested antecedents for much compulsive consumption
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(Rook 1987). Indeed, research on passionate consumption tends to focus on pleasurable
and even playful consumption activities such as river rafting (Arnould and Price 1993;
Arnould, Price, and Otnes 1999), sky diving (Celsi, Rose, and Leigh 1993), collecting
(Leigh, Peters, and Shelton 2006), and sports viewing (Holt 1995). During these
enjoyable experiences, consumers’ emotions tend to be heightened and, as the research
suggests, they tend to associate that sense of pleasure with their surroundings. This
notion fits perfectly with the concept of customer chemistry; just as in interpersonal
romantic relationships, customers become engaged by the physical appearance of their
surroundings, positive emotions are aroused, and passion develops over time.
Pertaining to branding, much of the research on brand communities has also
considered passion to be an important component of consumers’ desire to belong to brand
communities (e.g., McAlexander and Schouten 2002; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001;
Schouten, McAlexander, and Koenig 2007). The research indicates that when people are
passionate about a brand, it is usually the experiential aspect of the brand which inspires
that passion. For instance, people who are passionate about Harley-Davidson
motorcycles feel that way because of the heightened emotions they experience while
riding and communing with others who share their enjoyment. This concept is also
consistent with customer chemistry. Customers in a store can feel their passion increased
by the mere presence of others who are sharing the shopping experience with them,
whether it is people who came with them or just the other patrons in the store. As a stage
of customer chemistry then, passion should be an especially strong motivation for
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consumers to share their feelings about the retailer with others and to try to recruit others
to their beliefs.
Consistent with Sternberg’s (1986) triangular love theory which suggests that
passion grows out of intimacy (engagement), passion is suggested to be the second stage
of customer chemistry. Therefore H1 is as follows:
H1: The initial stage of the customer chemistry process, engagement, has a direct

positive relationship with passion.

Affective Commitment

Sternberg (1986) lists commitment as the third component of interpersonal love.
Relationship marketing researchers define commitment variously as “an implicit or
explicit pledge of relational continuity between exchange partners” (Dwyer, Schurr, and
Oh 1987, p.19), as “psychological attachment” to a partner (Gruen, Summers, and Acito
2000, p.37), or as “a force that binds an individual to a course of relevance to one or more
targets” (Meyer and Herscovitch 2001, p. 301). Commitment is often employed as a
measure of marketing effectiveness (Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987; Moorman, Deshpande,
and Zaltman 1993; Morgan and Hunt 1994). The construct impacts purchase intentions
(Garbarino and Johnson 1999), service recovery expectations (Kelley and Davis 1994),
and loyalty (Bettencourt 1997). Some marketing researchers have adopted a multidimensional view of commitment (e.g., Gruen, Summers, and Acito 2000; Gundlach,
Achrol, and Mentzer 1995) while others have suggested a unidimensional construct (e.g.,
Morgan and Hunt 1994). Bansal, Irving, and Taylor (2004) posit that consumer
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commitment is composed of continuance, normative, and affective commitment.
Continuance commitment refers to a restraining force binding the customer to the partner
with a sense that they have to remain in the relationship so as not to incur certain
economic, social, or psychological costs. Normative commitment refers to binding force
based on a sense of obligation to remain in the relationship. Finally, affective
commitment “reflects an emotional attachment to, identification with and involvement in
an organization” (Meyer and Smith 2000, p.320). With its emotional component, this
type of commitment is the type that most accurately reflects the EA that the end result of
customer chemistry represents.
Based upon Sternberg’s (1986) conceptualization that commitment grows out of
passion, and consistent with the conceptualization of commitment as a three-dimensional
construct, affective commitment is suggested to be the third stage of customer chemistry
and H2 is as follows:
H2: The second stage of the customer chemistry process, passion, has a direct

positive relationship with affective commitment.
The theoretical model in Figure 3.1 represents the hypothesized customer
chemistry process.
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Engagement
H1

Passion
H2

Affective
Commitment

Figure 3.1
The Customer Chemistry Process

Hypothesized Antecedents of Customer Chemistry

The lack of research that examines consumers’ EA with retailers necessitates an
in-depth approach to the concept. Based on the review of the antecedents of
interpersonal love relationships in the social psychology literature, a consumer-retailer
relationship can be expected to possess certain characteristics. First, the relationship
should be based on a sense of SIC with the perceived personality of the retailer. Second,
physical attractiveness of the retailer should play an important role in the formation of the
relationship. Third, there should be an affective component to the attachment the
consumer feels. Fourth, that EA should be significant to the consumer based on shared
experiences. Finally, the resulting attachment should induce greater commitment to the
retailer, and a more positive attitude toward the retailer and its merchandise, perhaps
translating to greater involvement in the retailer’s merchandise merely because of its
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association with the retailer. Each of these antecedents is consistent with oft examined
marketing constructs.

Attitude toward the Visual Servicescape as Antecedent

Ambient design cues signal the identity of a retailer and its clientele to other
consumers (Sirgy, Grewal, and Mangleburg 2000). Affective responses to environmental
stimuli have been shown to impact the length of time consumers spend in an environment
and the amount of money they spend there (Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Greenland and
McGoldrick 1995; Turley and Chebat 2002; Turley and Bolton 1999), to impact
perceptions of time/effort and psychic costs (Baker et al. 2002), and to influence the
amount of unplanned purchases (Kent 2003). In fact, Baker et al. (2002) find that
consumers’ perceptions of design cues contribute more to a favorable retailer impression
than either social cues (employee attitudes and actions) or merchandise cues (quality and
value).
Even though consumers evaluate the retail servicescape holistically (e.g., sounds,
scents, crowding, haptic sensations), the visual element is the one that is often most
diagnostic for consumers because visual stimuli are the most immediately accessible
(e.g., Bellizzi, Crowley, and Hasty 1983; Lurie and Mason 2007; Snowden, Thompson,
and Troscianko 2006). The visual servicescape is typically the most immediately
encountered aspect of the overall store environment and therefore the most salient for
consumers who are able to process only a certain amount of stimuli simultaneously. As a
result, consumers often form their opinion of a retailer based on that visual impression
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and those opinions tend to be highly resistant to change (Muthukrishnan and
Chattopadhyay 2007). The Gap is an example of a retailer who has successfully
managed to create distinct visual identities for each of its retail chains. Even without
signage, a consumer would hardly confuse the sedate, monochromatic atmosphere of a
Banana Republic store with the carnival-like atmosphere of an Old Navy location. The
proliferation of theme restaurants serves as another example of the ability of many firms
to differentiate themselves from competition with little emphasis on price or product and
a high degree of reliance on visual cues.
Additionally, psychology researchers have proven that approach/avoidance
behavior is often the result of visually-induced affect (Schupp, Junghofer, Weike, and
Hamm 2003). Customer chemistry is a form of affective attachment and therefore should
be impacted by visual stimuli. Because physical appearance is an important component
in determining attachment to others in interpersonal relationships, and because the visual
servicescape is fundamentally diagnostic in determining consumers’ reactions to retailers,
then visual stimuli should primarily impact the initial stage of customer chemistry,
engagement, and the following hypothesis is suggested:
H3: Consumers’ attitude toward the visual servicescape has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement stage of customer chemistry.

SIC as an Antecedent

Rosenberg (1979) defines self-image as the sum of an individual’s thoughts and
feelings that have reference to the self as an object. Consumers employ this reference
when forming opinions of the goods and services they consume (Sirgy 1982, 1985) with
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a preference for those which are consistent with their own self-images (Escalas 2004).
Important possessions have been shown to satisfy basic psychological needs that include
active creation of one’s self-image, reinforcement and expression of self-identity,
differentiation and assertion of one’s individuality, and connection of the self to others
(Ball and Tasaki 1992; Belk 1988, Kleine, Kleine, and Allen 1985; Wallendorf and
Arnold 1988). Indeed, substantial support exists for self-image as a major factor in the
control and direction of human behavior (e.g., Burns 1979; Epstein 1980; Malhotra, Jain,
and Pinson 1988; Markus and Kunda 1986).
Marketing research confirms that SIC plays a role in satisfaction with product
ownership (Aaker 1997; Belch 1978; Belch and Landon 1977; Grubb and Hupp 1968), in
the evaluation of services (Yim, Chan, and Hung 2007), in the effectiveness of celebrity
endorsements (Marshall, Na, State, and Deuskar 2008), and in consumer attitudes toward
products and brands (Aaker 1999; Graeff 1996; Sirgy 1985; Yim et al. 2007). While
marketing researchers have examined the role of SIC in consumer evaluations of malls
(Chebat, El Hedhli, and Sirgy 2009; Chebat, Sirgy, and St. James 2006), only Stern,
Bush, and Hair (1977) examine the link between SIC and individual retailers. In their
study of consumers’ choice to shop in discount stores, department stores, and specialty
stores, they determined that consumers do in fact tend to patronize more heavily those
stores which they perceive possess characteristics congruent with their own.
While the majority of the prior marketing research has examined the role of SIC
in the formation of cognitive assessments such as attitudes toward brands and malls, the
finding that consumers choose to patronize store types which they believe reflect their
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own self image (Stern et al. 1977), is consistent with customer chemistry. Just as in
interpersonal relationships, a cognitive assessment of the suitability of the other person
typically precedes the formation of an emotional attachment. Based upon the relevance
of SIC in the formation of close personal relationships and with the importance of SIC in
consumer choice established, justification exists for the following hypothesis:
H4: Consumers’ self-image congruity with the retailer has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement stage of customer chemistry.

Additionally, because SIC is perceived as a cognitive assessment which informs
attitude formation but which lacks an emotionally-charged component, no direct path to
the second stage of customer chemistry, passion, is hypothesized but the following
hypothesis is set forth:
H5: Consumers’ self-image congruity with the retailer has a direct positive
relationship with the affective commitment stage of customer chemistry.

Affect / Emotional Significance as Antecedent

Affect is defined as an internal feeling state that refers to a collection of moods
and emotions (Russell and Carroll 1999). The role of emotions in determining consumer
behavior is accepted (e.g., Cohen, Pham, and Andrade 2008), perhaps because affect
impacts each stage of the consumption process – need recognition, information search,
evaluation, purchase, and post purchase (Puccinelli et al. 2008). In the retailing literature,
positive affect has been shown to impact both spending and overall satisfaction with a
retailer (Babin and Darden 1996; Donovan, Rossiter, Marcoolyn, and Nesdale 1994; Yoo,
Park, and MacInnis 1998). Donovan and Rossiter’s (1982) study is the basis for much of
the work that has examined the specific mechanisms through which affect influences
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retail consumer behavior. They borrow the three dimensions of emotion – pleasure,
arousal, and dominance – that were suggested by Mehrabian and Russell (1974). Using
only two of those dimensions, they prove that basic approach and avoidance behaviors
are motivated by varying degrees of perceived pleasure and arousal in the retail
environment. Their findings indicate that when pleasure is high, arousal tends to produce
positive results (e.g., enjoyment, increased time spent, exploring behaviors).
Also relating to the emotional impact of environments is the emotional
significance that a consumer attaches to that environment. Emotional significance is
defined as the total strength of associations with important events or people in a
consumer’s life (Ball and Tasaki 1992). Such significance has been empirically proven
to enhance the processing of otherwise neutral stimuli (Zeelenberg, Wagenmakers, and
Rotteveel 2006). Essentially, when an individual is in a setting with emotional
significance for him, stimuli which would normally be fairly neutral, such as a pair of
slacks in a favorite clothing store, takes on additional importance to him even if he was
not initially in the market for that particular clothing item. Typically, a primary
determinant of emotional significance is shared experience.
Shared experiences over time are required to attach emotional significance to
people, events, or places. Marketing research has examined the impact of shared
experiences and determined several significant outcomes. Shared experiences introduce
an experiential component to consumption which appeals to the inner feelings and
emotions of consumers (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982; Schmitt 1999). These shared
experiences create bonds between those who share them as well as between the
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participants and their surroundings (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2006). Also,
when the participants agree on the pleasantness of the experience, the overall assessment
of the experience is enhanced further (Raghunathan and Corfman 2006). Specifically
related to retail consumption, emotional significance created by shared experiences has
been shown to enhance attitude toward the retailer and the amount of money that
consumers spend with the retailer (Mangleburg, Doney, and Bristol (2004).
The concept of emotional significance is important to customer chemistry.
Whether through experiences shared with others or as a result of fond memories of time
spent in the store, the emotional significance that the consumer attaches to the retailer
informs the depth of the connection. Because emotional significance is necessary for
close interpersonal relationships to form, consistent with the emotional component of the
construct, and based on the findings of prior research which indicate that emotional
significance enhances related consumer evaluations, emotional significance should
directly impact each stage of the customer chemistry process. The following hypotheses
are set forth:
H6: The retailer's emotional significance to the consumer has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement stage of customer chemistry.

H7: The retailer's emotional significance to consumers has a direct positive
relationship with the passion stage of customer chemistry.

H8: The retailer's emotional significance to consumers has a direct positive
relationship with the affective commitment stage of customer chemistry.

Figure 3.2 displays the hypothesized paths of each of the antecedents.
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The Antecedents of Customer Chemistry

Hypothesized Outcomes of Customer Chemistry

Just as interpersonal relationships produce certain outcomes for the participants in
the relationship, so too does customer chemistry. In relationships, the partners exhibit
protective behaviors toward one another; they expend greater effort maintaining the
relationship; and they experience greater emotional difficulty at the prospect, real or
imagined, of losing the other (Ball and Tasaki 1999). The equivalent outcomes of the
customer chemistry relationship are proposed to be similar. The consumer who
experiences customer chemistry should exhibit increased patronage intentions,
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willingness to be a champion for the retailer in the form of positive WOM, and high
levels of involvement in the retailer’s merchandise.

Patronage Intentions as Outcome

Patronage intentions represent a consumer’s commitment to a retailer in the form
of financial resources. They are defined as the degree to which a consumer intends to
purchase a firm’s products or services in the future (Maxham and Netemeyer 2002).
These intentions have been shown to be influenced directly by overall satisfaction with a
service provider (LaBarbera and Mazursky 1983; Maxham and Netemeyer 2002) and are
typically studied as a salient consequence of consumers’ satisfaction with a retailer
(Oliver 1996). In the context of this research, an individual experiencing customer
chemistry could certainly be expected to display behavior which flows from satisfaction
with the retailer. Accordingly, and as a means of financially maintaining the relationship,
the consumer should display patronage intentions toward the retailer with whom he
experiences customer chemistry.
As the earliest stage of customer chemistry, engagement is not expected to
produce a direct positive effect on this outcome. The consumer at this stage has not yet
experienced passion and therefore is not expected to engage in the behavior. The passion
stage of customer chemistry, however, should enhance patronage intentions in a
consumer experiencing customer chemistry and the following hypothesis is suggested:
H9: The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship
with consumers’ patronage intentions toward the retailer.
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And, the consumer who has reached the affective commitment stage should also be
expected to show that commitment in the form of patronage. Therefore:
H10: The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
relationship with consumer’s patronage intentions toward the retailer.

Positive Word of Mouth (PWOM) as Outcome

Word of mouth is defined as informal person-to-person communication between a
perceived non-commercial communicator and a receiver regarding a brand, product,
organization, or service (Harrison-Walker 2001). Brown et al. (2005) further extended
the definition of PWOM to include making others aware that one does business with a
firm, making positive recommendations to others about that firm, espousing the quality of
the firm and so on. Empirically, PWOM has been shown to drive adoption of
innovations (Arndt 1967; Bass 1969; Mahajan, Muller, and Bass 1990; Sultan, Farley,
and Lehmann 1990), to define market mavens (Feick and Price 1987; Higie, Feick, and
Price 1987), and to influence product judgments (Bone 1995).
In recent years, there has been increasing research on an extension of the PWOM
construct – brand advocacy. Suggested to be the ultimate test of a consumer’s
relationship with a brand, brand advocacy is defined as a willingness to promote the
brand to others and defend it against its detractors (Cross and Smith 1995). Advocacy is
a desired outcome of most relationship marketing programs and has been shown to be
significantly linked more closely to dedication-based programs than to constraint-based
programs (Bendapudi and Berry 1997). The customer chemistry relationship, as a form
of EA, is consistent with such dedication-based relationships.
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Just as patronage intentions have been studied as a manifestation of consumers’
overall satisfaction with a service provider, so too has PWOM (e.g., Fournier and Mick
1999; Maxham and Netemeyer 2004; Oliver 1996). The customer chemistry relationship,
though much stronger, is consistent with this type of overall satisfaction. As PWOM is
so closely tied to satisfaction and in its extreme form (advocacy), is closely linked to
affective relationships (such as customer chemistry), the following hypotheses are
suggested:
H11: The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship
with consumers’ intentions to spread PWOM about the retailer.
H12: The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
relationship with consumers’ intentions to spread PWOM about the retailer.

Merchandise Involvement as Outcome

Involvement is defined as the perceived relevance of objects based on a person’s
inherent needs, values, and interests (Zaichkowsky 1994), and has been shown to
moderate negative moods (Puccinelli 2006) and their effect on product evaluations
(Swinyard 1993). As such, the construct is an important one to marketers who wish to
make their products more relevant to consumers. One way that many retailers have
accomplished this is through customization of their product or experience (Puccinelli et
al. 2009). Consider Starbucks allowing customers to specify every aspect of a product as
simple as a cup of coffee; Build-A-Bear Workshops bringing children into the highly
involved world of personalized stuffed animals; and Bath Junkie encouraging consumers
to pay extra for the opportunity to personalize the scent and texture of their bath products.
None of these products are discounted nor do they need to be. Increased involvement
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enhances their worth to consumers. This phenomenon is explained by psychology
research which shows that emotionally arousing stimuli activate the brain’s motivational
circuits, effectively increasing attentional capacity (Schupp, Cuthbert, Bradley, Hillman,
Hamm, and Lang 2004).
If consumers experiencing customer chemistry feel an EA to a retailer and are
personally invested in maintaining the relationship with that retailer, then they would
experience greater involvement with the retailer’s wares. Therefore both passion and
affective commitment should enhance involvement, and the following hypotheses are put
forth:
H13: The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship
with consumers’ involvement in the retailers' merchandise.
H14: The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
relationship with consumers’ involvement in the retailer’s merchandise.

Figure 3.3 displays the all of the hypothesized paths related to the customer chemistry
model.
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Figure 3.3
The Full Customer Chemistry Model

See Table 3.1 for a summary of the hypotheses associated with the model.
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Table 3.1
Hypotheses Associated with the Model of Customer Chemistry

H1:

The initial stage of the customer chemistry process, engagement, has a direct
positive relationship with passion.

H2:

The second stage of the customer chemistry process, passion, has a direct
positive relationship with affective commitment.

H3:

Consumers' attitude toward the visual servicescape has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement phase of customer chemistry.

H4:

Consumers’ self-image congruity with the retailer has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement phase of customer chemistry.

H5:

Consumers’ self-image congruity with the retailer has a direct positive
relationship with the affective commitment phase of customer chemistry.

H6:

The retailer's emotional significance to consumers has a direct positive
relationship with the engagement phase of customer chemistry.

H7

The retailer's emotional significance to consumers has a direct positive
relationship with the passion stage of customer chemistry.

H8:

The retailer's emotional significance to consumers has a direct positive
relationship with the affective commitment stage of customer chemistry.

H9:

The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship with
consumers’ patronage intentions toward the retailer.

The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
H10: relationship with consumer’s patronage intentions toward the retailer.
The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship with
H11: consumers’ intentions to spread PWOM about the retailer.
The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
H12: relationship with consumers’ intentions to spread PWOM about the retailer.
The passion stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive relationship with
H13: consumers’ involvement with the retailers' merchandise.
The affective commitment stage of customer chemistry has a direct positive
H14: relationship with consumers’ involvement with the retailer’s merchandise.
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Method

Measures

An extensive literature review of all of the constructs included in the model
produced a large pool of items that could be used for measurement. To reduce the size of
the item pool to a manageable number and to establish evidence of content validity, all of
the measures along with definitions for each of the constructs were submitted to twentyfive expert judges familiar with the concepts (Garver and Mentzer 1999). As in other
studies of this nature, the expert judges were Ph.D.s and Ph.D. candidates in marketing
(Spake et al. 2003). The judges were asked to rank each of the items on a scale ranging
from 1 (Not at all representative) to 7 (Clearly representative). Only those items with a
mean of 6.0 or higher were retained for a pretest.
The pretest was conducted with a convenience sample of 146 students enrolled in
upper-level marketing courses at a large university located in the southeastern United
States. For purposes of the pretest, respondents were asked only to think of a store that
they particularly like and to answer the survey items with that store in mind. Table 3.2
contains the measurement items described below.
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Table 3.2
Measures and Their Reliabilities
Antecedents
Attitude Toward the Servicescape (*Manolis et al. 1994 / **Dickson and Albaum 1977 / ***
Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
Alpha = .88
1. This store has a good appearance. *
2. This store is in good physical condition.*
4. This store is attractive. **
5. I like the way this store looks. ***
Self-Image Congruity (Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
Alpha = .93
1. This store feels a lot like "me."
2. This store fits my image of myself.
3. This store and I are very similar.
Emotional Significance (Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
Alpha = .92
1. This store reminds me of good times I have spent in it.
2. This store is meaningful to me because of happy times I have had in it.
3. This store reminds me of important times in my life.
4. I think of happy times when I think of this store.

Customer Chemistry
Engagement (Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. I feel "switched on" when I am in this store.
2. Just seeing this store is exciting to me.
3. I feel energized when I am in this store.
4. This store draws me in.
Passion (*Sternberg 1997 / **Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. I adore this store. *
2. There is something almost magical about shopping in this store.*
3. I daydream about shopping in this store. *
4. This store delights me. **
Affective Commitment (Morgan and Hunt 1994)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. The relationship that I have with this store is important to me.
2. The relationship that I have with this store is something I care about.
3. The relationship that I have with this store is something that I am attached to.
4. The relationship that I have with this store has a great deal of meaning to me.
5. The relationship that I have with this store is something that I value deeply.
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Alpha = .91

Alpha = .92

Alpha = .89

Table 3.2 (Continued)
Outcomes
Patronage Intentions (Maxham and Netemeyer 2002 / **Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. In the future, I intend to shop at this store.*
2. If I needed the type of merchandise sold at this store, I would shop there.*
3. As long as it is available to me, I will continue to shop at this store.**
Positive Word of Mouth (Maxham and Netemeyer 2002)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. I am likely to spread positive word-of-mouth about this store.
2. I would recommend this store to my friends.
3. If my friends were looking for the kind of merchandise they have at this store,
I would tell them to try it.
Merchandise Involvement (Zaichkowsky 1994)
(7-pt semantic differential)
1. Important ------- Unimportant
2. Boring -------Interesting
3. Relevant -------Irrelevant
4. Exciting ------- Unexciting (R )
5. Means Nothing ------- Means a lot to me
6. Appealing ------- Unappealing (R )
7. Fascinating ------- Mundane (R )
8. Worthless -------Valuable
9. Involving ------- Uninvolving (R )
10. Not Needed ------- Needed
(R ) Reverse-coded item

Alpha = .89

Alpha = .88

Alpha = .86

Additional Measures
Satisfaction (Spake et al. 2003)
(7-pt Likert scale)
1. Overall, I am . . . Very Dissatisfied ----- Very Satisfied.
2. Overall, I am . . . Very Displeased ----- Very Pleased.
3. Overall, I feel . . . Very unfavorable ----- Very favorable.
4. Overall, I feel . . . Very unhappy with ----- Very Happy With . . . this store.
Overall Customer Chemistry (Original)
(7-pt Likert scale anchored with Strongly Disagree and Strongly Agree)
1. I feel that I have great chemistry with this store.
2. I am truly connected to this store.
3. This store and I share a real bond.
4. I feel a strong connection with this store.
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Alpha = .94

Alpha = .95

Attitude toward the Visual Servicescape Items that measure attitude toward the

visual servicescape were adapted from two scales designed to measure retail appearance
(Manolis et al. 1994) and retail image (Dickson and Albaum 1977). One original item
was also included. When the scale was subjected to principle components analysis
(PCA) employing a varimax rotation, a single dimension was revealed. Pretest results
indicated that the scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88.

SIC An existing scale designed to measure SIC employed by Yim et al. (2007)

was judged not to be reflective of the construct as defined in this research. The items in
that scale measured respondents’ feelings that the focal object helped them to achieve ego
goals. Items were needed that better reflected respondents’ feelings that the focal object
was similar to them. Three original items that were judged to be representative revealed
a single dimension when subjected to PCA and pretest results indicated a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.93.

Emotional Significance An existing scale developed by Ball and Tasaki (1992) to

measure emotional significance was not judged representative by the judges, possibly
because it did not seem to adequately represent the shared experience component of this
construct. Four original items deemed representative revealed a single dimension when
factor analyzed and in pretest possessed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92.
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Engagement Because engagement has been measured in a marketing context

primarily to gauge consumers’ responses to advertisements, no existing scales adequately
reflected the construct as it is conceptualized to apply to retailers. Four original items
deemed representative by the judges did represent a single dimension in factor analysis
and produced a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91 in pretest.

Passion The scale that is often used to measure passion in the interpersonal

domain (Sternberg 1997) provided three items that could be adapted to describe
consumers’ reaction to retailers. The addition of one original item produced a scale that
proved unidimensional in factor analysis and revealed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92 in
pretest.

Affective Commitment A three-item affective commitment scale developed by

Bansal Irving, and Taylor (2004) failed to produce strong factor loadings, but Morgan
and Hunt’s (1994) commitment scale did produce a single factor. The judges agreed that
this scale adequately assessed the affective component of commitment and the pretest
produced a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89.

Patronage Intentions Two items from an existing scale designed to measure

patronage intentions (Maxham and Netemeyer 2002) were used to measure that construct.
One original item was added and the resulting scale proved unidimensional in factor
analysis and produced a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89 in the pretest.
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PWOM PWOM was measured using a scale also designed by Maxham and

Netemeyer (2002). The scale represented a single dimension and displayed a 0.88
Cronbach’s alpha.

Involvement in the Retailer’s Merchandise The reduced ten-item Personal

Involvement Inventory (Zaichkowsky 1994) was used to measure involvement in the
retailer’s merchandise. While the scale indicated a multi-dimensional construct, this
measure is an accepted measure of the construct and was included in the pretest,
producing a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86.

Additional Measures The survey included some additional measures that were to

be used for purposes of testing discriminant validity. A four-item scale developed as an
overall measure of the customer chemistry relationship tested well with the judges and
did produce a single factor. In the pretest this scale showed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95.
A measure of satisfaction was also included. The four-item scale (Spake, Beatty,
Brockman, and Crutchfield 2003) measures overall satisfaction with a service provider
and was unidimensional when factor analyzed. A Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 resulted from
the pretest.
The data were subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using LISREL
8.8. Based on the results of the pretest, several of the measures described above were
dropped due to low factor loadings or cross-loadings. Twenty-four items that measure
the antecedents to, outcomes of and stages of customer chemistry were maintained and
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compiled in a final version of the survey. This survey was then utilized with a larger
sample.

Sample

A purposive sample of adult consumers who acknowledge having a favorite
retailer (n = 1060) were recruited by students in an upper-level personal selling course as
a customer prospecting assignment. The student recruiters received two hours of training
on methods to properly qualify survey respondents. They were asked to recruit ten
individuals over the age of eighteen who agree with the statement, “There is a retail store
that I love!” They were encouraged to recruit both male and female respondents from a
wide age range and a broad geographical territory. The recruiters were further asked to
obtain commitment to take an online survey from their respondents. As an incentive to
take the survey, respondents to the survey were entered into a drawing to receive a $100
Amazon gift certificate.
The resulting sample consisted of 1060 responses. The sample was
approximately 60% female and came from forty-two of the United States as well as the
District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. With an age range of eighteen years to ninety-one
years old, the average age of the sample was thirty-three years. E-mails sent to a small
percentage of respondents asking them to verify that they actually completed the survey
and that the demographic information provided was correct uncovered no discrepancies.
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Measurement Model Testing

Because of the large sample size, the sample was spilt in half to allow for
respecification of the structural model if required. The data (n = 519) were subjected to a
CFA using LISREL 8.8. Through multiple iterations, several items were dropped due to
low factor loadings or high modification indices indicating cross-loading. Also, the
involvement items continued to produce multiple cross-loadings, some very low squared
multiple correlations (SMCs) and an average variance extracted (AVE) below optimum
level (.44). Based on the large number of items and the finding of multidimensionality in
the earlier factor analysis, the ten-item involvement scale was parceled into three items.
The new items exhibited strong loadings (.90, .92, and .89), good reliability (alpha = .92),
and an acceptable AVE (.85). Overall fit of the resulting CFA was very good (CFI = .98,
NFI = .97, RMSEA = .05, chi-square/df = 2.37). Convergent validity was assessed by
examining the direction, strength, and significance of the standardized path loadings
(Anderson and Gerbing 1988). All were positive, in the proper direction, and significant.
Table 3.3 reports the results as well as the AVE and the reliabilities of the resulting
scales. AVEs in excess of 0.50 provide evidence of convergent validity (Fornell and
Larcker 1981). All reliabilities met Gerbing and Anderson’s (1992) criteria in support of
reliability.
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Table 3.3
Measures, Loadings, AVE, and Construct Reliabilities

Construct
Attitude toward the Visual
Servicescape
(construct reliability = .88)
Self-Image Congruity
(construct reliability = .93)

Emotional Significance
(construct reliability = .92)

Engagement
(construct reliability = .91)

Passion
(construct reliability = .92)
Affective Commitment
(construct reliability = .89)

Patronage Intentions
(construct reliability = .89)

Positive Word of Mouth
(construct reliability = .88)

Measures

Loading
(std.)

AVE

1. This store has a good appearance.
4. This store is attractive.

.90
.92

.83

1. This store feels a lot like "me."
2. This store fits my image of myself.
3. This store and I are very similar.

.91
.95
.90

.85

.80

.73

1. This store reminds me of good times I have spent
in it.
3. This store reminds me of important times in my
life.
4. I think of happy times when I think of this store.

.83
.93

1. I feel "switched on" when I am in this store.
2. Just seeing this store is exciting to me.
3. I feel energized when I am in this store.

.84
.90
.95

.80

1. I adore this store.
4. This store delights me.
2. The relationship that I have with this store is
something I care about.
3. The relationship that I have with this store is
something that I am attached to.
4. The relationship that I have with this store has a
great deal of meaning to me.

.86
.85

.73

.09

.86

1. In the future, I intend to shop at this store.
2. If I needed the type of merchandise sold at this
store, I would shop there.
3. As long as it is available to me, I will continue to
shop at this store.

.95

2. I would recommend this store to my friends.
3. If my friends were looking for the kind of
merchandise they have at this store, I would tell
them to try it.
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.95
.93
.90

.95
.95
.94

.97

.91

Table 3.3 (Continued)
Merchandise Involvement
(construct reliability = .86)

1. Parcel 1 (Items 1, 2, 5, and 9)
2. Parcel 2 (Items 3, 4, and 8)
3. Parcel 3 (Items 6, 7, and 10)

.9
.92
.89

.85

Discriminant validity was assessed using Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) argument
that the AVE of any two constructs should be greater than their squared correlation.
Table 3.4 provides evidence supporting discriminant validity of the measures.

Table 3.4
Discriminant Validity Analyses
Attitude
toward Visual Self-Image
Servicescape Congruity
Attitude toward Visual Servicescape
Self-Image Congruity
Emotional Significance
Engagement
Passion
Affective Commitment
Patronage Intentions
Positive WOM
Merchandise Involvement

.83
.35
.09
.22
.20
.05
.29
.27
.08

.85
.19
.31
.25
.11
.16
.18
.11

Emotional
Significance

Engagement

Passion

Affective
Commitment

Patronage
Intentions

Positive
WOM

Merchandise
Involvement

.73
.28
.40
.40
.02
.04
.08

.80
.66
.30
.14
.23
.19

.73
.45
.14
.23
.03

.86
.04
.08
.03

.90
.71
.26

.91
.22

.85

AVE in the diagonal and squared correlations off-diagonal

Following a method suggested by Podaskoff, MacKenzie, Lee and Podaskoff
(2003), common method bias was reduced by using different scale formats. Testing for
such a bias, Harman’s single factor test (Davis-Sramek, Droge, Mentzer, and Myers
2009) demonstrated that the first factor explained less than fifty percent of variance, an
indication that no common method bias exists.
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Structural Model Results

The full customer chemistry model as seen in Figure 2.3 was tested using
structural equation modeling in LISREL 8.8. The model produced overall fit statistics
that indicate acceptable model fit (CFI = .98, NFI = .96, RMSEA = .049, chi-square/df =
2.23). Table 3.5 shows the results of hypothesis testing. The correlation matrix for this
model can be found in Appendix C of this dissertation.

Table 3.5
Tests of the Hypotheses

Hypothesized Path
H1: Engagement Passion
H2: Passion  Affective Commitment
H3: Attitude toward Visual Servicescape  Engagement
H4: SIC  Engagement
H5: SIC  Affective Commitment
H6: Emotional Significance  Engagement
H7: Emotional Significance  Passion
H8: Emotional Significance  Affective Commitment
H9: Passion  Patronage Intentions
H10: Affective Commitment  Patronage Intentions
H11: Passion  PWOM
H12: Affective Commitment  PWOM
H13: Passion  Merchandise Involvement
H14: Affective Commitment  Merchandise Involvement
Non-Hyp: Attitude toward Visual Servicescape  Patronage Intentions
Non-Hyp: Attitude toward Visual Servicescape  PWOM

Path
Estimate
(std)
t-value
Conclusion
.68
14.88 Supported
.50
9.06 Supported
.21
4.27 Supported
.29
5.62 Supported
-.09
-2.18 Not supported (opposite direction)*
.35
7.78 Supported
.26
6.27 Supported
.36
7.17 Supported
.20
3.15 Supported
-.05
-0.82 Not supported **
.36
5.68 Supported
-.04
-0.76 Not supported **
.29
4.56 Supported
.29
4.82 Supported
.47
10.31 Supported
.39
8.29 Supported

All paths significant at the .01 level unless indicated otherwise
* Significant at the .05 level
** Not Significant

The results indicate that engagement has a strong positive effect on passion and
that passion has a strong positive effect on affective commitment, supporting H1 and H2.
H3 was also supported by the finding that attitude toward the visual servicescape has a
significant influence on engagement. SIC proved to significantly influence both
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engagement and affective commitment as hypothesized in H4 and H5. The effect of SIC
on affective commitment, however, was negative. While the effect was significant, it
was not in the hypothesized direction, so H5 was not supported. Emotional significance
did significantly impact all three stages of customer chemistry – engagement (H6),
passion (H7), and affective commitment (H8), providing support for those hypotheses.
H9 suggested that passion would have a positive impact on patronage intentions. That
was supported, but H10 was not supported when affective commitment failed to produce
a significant effect on patronage intentions. Both passion (H11) and affective
commitment (H12) were expected to significantly impact PWOM, but only passion
produced a significant effect. Involvement with the retailers’ merchandise, however, was
impacted by both passion (H13) and affective commitment (H14).
Two unexpected paths also emerged during the analysis. Contrary to
expectations, attitude toward the visual servicescape produced significant positive effects
on the outcomes of patronage intentions and PWOM. There was no such direct effect on
merchandise involvement, however.
To further establish that the resulting model is representative, a model including
the unhypothesized paths that emerged was run in LISREL 8.8 with the holdout sample
(n = 519). The same paths that were significant in the original model were significant
again, and the path estimates were consistent. See Figure 3.4 for the model with the
structural path estimates using the holdout sample. Model fit was acceptable and
consistent with that using the initial data (CFI = .98, NFI = .96, RMSEA = .043, chisquare/df = 2.01). Also notable, the squared multiple correlations for the structural
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equation model demonstrate that 44% of the variance in engagement is explained by the
three antecedents, that 70% of the variance in passion is explained by emotional
significance and engagement, and that 61% of the variance in affective commitment is
explained by SIC, emotional significance, and passion.

Antecedents

Customer Chemistry

\

Attitude
toward Visual
Servicescape

Outcomes

r

.16

Self-Image
Congruity
-.08

Emotional
Significance

Engagement

.29
.40

.34

.72

Passion

.19

.21

Patronage
Intentions

.54
.37

.33

.48

Affective
Commitment

Positive
WOM
.23

.34

Mdse.
Involvement
n = 519
Path estimates are significant at the .01 level unless indicated by asterisk
* Significant at the .05 level
SMCs for Structural Equations:
Engagement = .44 / Passion =.70 / AffComm = .61 / Involvement = .28 / PWOM = .37 / Patronage = .21

Figure 3.4
Customer Chemistry Model with Structural Path Estimates (Holdout Sample)
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Alternate Models

Because the focus of this paper is on the customer chemistry process, comparison
to an alternate model with direct effects of each of the antecedents on the outcomes
should be an appropriate test of the process. Similarly, if an alternate model placing
satisfaction in the place of the customer chemistry process fails to produce at least as
good a fit as the hypothesized model, further evidence exists that the hypothesized model
accurately represents the process of customer chemistry.
The first alternate model indicates direct paths from each of the antecedents to
each of the outcomes. Superior fit would suggest that the theorized customer chemistry
process does nothing to increase researchers’ understanding of consumer behavior. As
expected this alternate model failed to indicate a fit as good as the hypothesized model
(CFI = .94, NFI = .93, RMSEA = .093, chi-square/df = 6.54). Alternate model #1 along
with the path loadings and their significance levels is shown in Figure 3.5.

93

Attitude
toward Visual
Servicescape

Patronage
Intentions

.48
.51
n.s.
.09*

Self-Image
Congruity

',,'

.14*
,'

.15

,,

,,

,,
'

,,

......... >~

, ,

,,'

'

n.s.

Positive
WOM
'

n.s.

Emotional
Significance

Mdse.
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n = 519
Path estimates are significant at the .01 level unless indicated by asterisk.
* Significant at the .05 level
SMCs for Structural Equations: Involvement = .22 / PWOM = .35 / Patronage = .35

Figure 3.5
Alternate Model #1 with Path Estimates and Significance Levels

Better fit for the second alternate model with satisfaction in the place of customer
chemistry would suggest that the theorized customer chemistry process is no more
descriptive of actual consumer processes than the existing literature on satisfaction would
suggest. Again as expected, this model failed to fit as well as the hypothesized customer
chemistry model (CFI = .93, NFI = .91, RMSEA = .091, chi-square/df = 5.50). Alternate
model #2 is shown in Figure 3.6 along with the path loadings and significance levels.
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Self-Image
Congruity

Patronage
Intentions
.63

.22

.82

.10*

Satisfaction
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.55

.08*
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in Mdse.

n = 519
Path estimates are significant at the .01 level unless indicated by asterisk.
Significant at the .05 level
SMCs for Structural Equations: Satisfaction = .21 / Involvement = .31 / PWOM = .35 / Patronage = .29

Figure 3.6
Alternate Model #2 with Path Estimates and Significance Levels

The failure of both alternate models to fit the data as well as the hypothesized
model provides good evidence of the validity of the customer chemistry process and of
the theorized antecedents and outcomes. These findings are discussed in detail in the
following section.

Discussion

Increasingly marketers are trying to understand the concept of consumer love for
brands. Books such as Lovemarks (Roberts 2005) and the recent Handbook of Brand
Relationships (MacInnis, Park, and Priester 2009) have become popular among

academics and practitioners alike as both groups attempt to comprehend the subtle
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nuances of the consumer-brand relationship. What most of these works have in common
is an acceptance of the brand love construct although no researchers have yet determined
exactly what process consumers follow when they fall in love with a brand. This study
represents an attempt to fill that gap and to delineate the steps of the falling-in-love
process, specifically with a retailer. An additional goal of this work is to illuminate some
of the reasons that consumers fall in love with particular retail brands and to demonstrate
that some of the attitudes and behaviors that have been shown in the past to flow from
brand loyalty and from satisfaction actually may be a result of consumer love for the
retailer, a much more affect-laden construct than loyalty or satisfaction.
Due to the affective context of customer love for retailers, the current study
examined theories of interpersonal love to inform this research. One such theory that has
garnered a great deal of support in the social psychology field is Sternberg’s (1986)
triangular theory of love. This theory suggests that interpersonal love consists of three
components – intimacy, passion, and commitment – and that varying levels of these three
components determine the strength of a person’s feelings of being in love. A review of
the marketing literature uncovered constructs that have been studied in the context of
consumer behavior that mirror Sternberg’s components of love. These three consumer
behavior constructs – engagement, passion, and affective commitment – informed this
attempt to determine whether consumers who fall in love with retailers follow a similar
pattern.
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The Customer Chemistry Process

The results of this study provide evidence that retail customers who report that
they love a particular store do progress through specific stages as they experience that
love. Engagement, a construct that has been shown to indicate excitement about a
relationship and to encourage active participation in that relationship directly impacts
retail customers’ passion, a highly affective construct that has been shown to grow over
time as experience within the relationship increases. Additionally, passion proved to
have a direct relationship with affective commitment, a similarly affect-laden construct
that has been shown to increase relationship involvement. Affective commitment
importantly varies from other forms of commitment in the finding that individuals whose
commitment is based on the mindset of desire may be more inclined to engage in
behaviors that benefit the target than will those whose commitment is based on obligation
or the avoidance of costs (Bansal et al. 2004)
The strong and statistically significant paths between these constructs indicate that
customers who love a retailer do indeed experience engagement that leads to passion for
the retailer and, ultimately, to affective commitment to the retailer. Consistent with the
triangular love theory, the stages of customer chemistry can be present in varying
strengths but are all present in these customers who report love for a retailer.
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The Antecedents

Prior research suggests that several factors could lead to the stages of the
customer chemistry process and that those factors could impact specific stages of
customer chemistry and not others. This research found that this suggestion is correct.
Customers’ attitude toward the visual servicescape of their favorite retailer
primarily impacts the initial stage of customer chemistry because this attitude tends to be
formed quickly upon encountering the retailer and to inform lasting impressions. This
study found that attitude toward the visual servicescape in actuality did have a direct and
positive effect on customer’s engagement by the retailer and only indirect effects on the
passion and affective commitment stages. An unexpected finding, though, was that
customers’ attitude toward the visual servicescape actually had a direct positive impact
on both their future patronage intentions and propensity to spread PWOM about the
retailer. This finding underlines the importance of maintaining a visually-pleasing
servicescape at all times. Even though customers may already love the retailer, their
attitude toward the servicescape continues to impact their intentions to return to that
retailer, to spend money, and to spread the word to others.
Similarly, SIC was shown to produce a direct and positive effect on customers’
engagement by the retailer, indirectly affecting both passion and affective commitment.
The hypothesized direct impact of SIC on affective commitment was significant but was
negative rather than positive. The implication would be that customers’ perception that
the retailer’s personality is similar to their own has an immediate impact on their
willingness to engage in a relationship with that retailer. As the relationship with that
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retailer grows, however, it seems that customers may be less willing to allow their own
feelings of similarity to forge a bond with that retailer. Future research will examine the
possibility that customers may actually be more inclined to form relationships with
retailers whose personality more closely matches their idealized self-image rather than
their actual self-image (Greenwald 1988). If this possibility is in fact the case, then
perhaps the items used to measure SIC reflect actual SIC when ideal SIC is the true direct
driver of affective commitment.
As hypothesized emotional significance played a significant role in directly
driving all three stages of customer chemistry. If consumers are in a positive frame of
mind due to the company of others or if their reason for visiting the store the first time is
particularly pleasant, then they are more likely to be immediately engaged by the retailer.
This emotional significance continues to be important as the relationship grows more
passionate, and lingering memories of past experiences in the store directly enhance the
customer’s affective commitment to that retailer. This finding points to the importance of
carefully managing customers’ experiences each time they are in the store. If pleasant
memories of good times spent in the store continue to be salient even as the relationship
grows, then negative memories of bad service or unpleasant encounters with other
customers might prove equally salient.

The Outcomes

Customers in love can be expected to exhibit behaviors that result from that
relationship. Previous research has shown that patronage and PWOM are consumer
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behaviors that result from satisfaction, so it should come as no surprise that they also
result from customer chemistry. The unique contribution of this research lies not in the
presence of paths from passion for the retailer to those behaviors, but instead in the lack
of paths from affective commitment. This research indicates that customer’s affective
commitment has no significant impact on future patronage intentions and PWOM for the
retailer to whom they feel commitment. This is not to say that customers experiencing
customer chemistry do not exhibit these behaviors. It indicates, however, that it is
passion that drives them. If the stages of customer chemistry truly can be likened to the
stages of interpersonal love, then engagement is the stage when one meets that special
someone and is intrigued enough to find out more, passion is the intense state of arousal
that keeps the relationship interesting, and affective commitment is the stage when one
feels that life without the other would not be as good. Good relationship behaviors – in
this case, patronage intentions and PWOM – result from the arousal stage of passion and
not from the more settled stage of affective commitment, a stage which merely indicates
the customer’s intent to maintain the relationship. That intent to remain in the
relationship seems to manifest itself instead in increased involvement in the retailer’s
merchandise, a state which has been shown to increase not only consumer’s willingness
to purchase but also on their willingness to pay a premium for that merchandise (Liang
and Wang 2008; Puccinelli et al. 2009; Sullivan and Heitmeyer 2008).
This research suggests that no single stage of the customer chemistry process is
enough to drive desired consumer behaviors. Indeed, each stage serves a purpose in
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generating consumer behavior and attitude. There are many implications of these
findings.

Implications

The process of customer chemistry is an important step toward better
understanding the drivers of retail consumer behavior. As an affective state, customer
chemistry illuminates some of the nuances of behavior that cannot be explained by other
constructs. The implications for marketing research and for retailers are numerous.

For Research

Researchers have long sought to understand the drivers of consumer behavior.
Recently that research has begun to focus on the idea of consumer love relationships.
While various attempts have been made to extend academic research in this arena, none
has yet explained the process that consumers experience as they form an emotional
attachment to a retailer. This study has presented a model of that process and has
provided empirical evidence that the model accurately describes the actual process. A
better understanding of this phenomenon should provide researchers with a more accurate
basis for their future research efforts as they relate to satisfaction, loyalty, and consumer
love for brands.
Atmospherics researchers should take note of these findings as they fully support
the importance of retail atmosphere in influencing important consumer behaviors. In this
model customers’ attitude toward the servicescape plays an important role in driving both
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attitudes toward the retailer and its merchandise but also the customers’ behavior. Future
research should examine which components of the visual servicescape have the greatest
impact on the consumer and delve deeper into the reasons that consumers give for their
attitudes. Do the components of the visual servicescape play a role in identity
construction or expression for consumers, and are there generalizations that can be drawn
based upon individual consumer preferences?
Researchers studying emotional branding should be interested in the findings that
SIC and emotional significance play such important roles in establishing customer
chemistry. Those same researchers could also utilize the customer chemistry model to
understand relationships with non-retail brands such as celebrities, travel destinations, or
experiences. Perhaps customer chemistry has an equivalent form for sports fans, travel
aficionados, or collectors.
This research indicates that it may not be loyalty that drives consumers’
willingness to pay a price premium as has been suggested by previous research
(Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001; Chaudhuri and Ligas 2009). Anecdotal evidence
gathered from retailers actually indicates that loyal customers are often the ones most
vocal in their reaction to and resistant to price increases. This research suggests instead
that affective commitment drives involvement in the merchandise, potentially increasing
consumers’ price elasticity, explaining the potential gap between the attitudinal and the
behavioral components of consumer loyalty.
Other recent research also questions the validity of the attitude-behavior link
(Park and MacInnis 2006). Is it enough to know that consumers possess a positive
102

attitude toward a retailer and then assume that their attitude will translate into profits, or
is there a need to determine more accurately the mechanisms that underlie actual
shopping and spending? Customer chemistry may very well serve as a heuristic for
consumers who find themselves so relaxed in a retail environment that their positive
affect informs not only their attitudes toward the retailer and its merchandise, but also
their behavior.
Future research also might examine the concept of parasocial love that has been
studied by researchers in the field of communications (i.e., Cole and Leets 1999; Giles
2002; Rubin, Perse, and Powell 1985) and only recently by marketing researchers (i.e.,
Lobler and Raschpichler 2009; Stern, Russell, and Russell 2007). This concept explains
the one-way relationships that people have with characters in television shows or with
celebrities. The unidirectional feelings of this kind of relationship could mirror the
feelings that consumers have for retailers and might explain the reticence of some
potential survey respondents rejected from this study who exclaimed that one “can’t have
a relationship with a store!”

For Practitioners

As Arnould (2005) suggests, retailers must strive to account for customer cocreation, or the ways that customers utilize their own cultural resources, aided by the
retailer, to pursue their own personal identity projects. If consumers do experience
customer chemistry with a retailer based in part on perceiving their own personality
reflected by the retailer, then they become a part of the environment and that environment
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is the principal product being sold by the retailer. Customers in Nike Town or ESPN
Zone are consuming the atmosphere of the store just as much as any product they pick
up, examine, or purchase. It would be wrong to suggest that service employees and the
nature of their interactions and store policies do not have a contribution to the impression
that consumers have of retailers, but this research shows that the visual servicescape and
consumers’ own personalities have a significant role in those impressions as well.
To date, much of the atmospherics research has described primarily general
benefits to retailers, benefits which do not translate immediately to profitability. The
finding that customer involvement in the merchandise of a retailer increases with
customer chemistry provides the first real evidence of a quantifiable benefit to
atmospheric manipulation of the servicescape. Customer chemistry is affective in nature,
and positive affect has been shown to trigger affect-congruent memories (Puccinelli et al.
2009), to encourage customers to think in a broader, more abstract fashion (Labroo and
Patrick 2008), and to focus more on peripheral cues such as packaging rather than on
actual product attributes (Schwarz and Bless 1991). The implication is that consumers
experiencing customer chemistry could see a product in a pleasing package or color and
be more drawn to it because of its placement in the affect-laden environment. For
instance, a consumer who likes the color purple may like a purple shirt even more
because it is located in his favorite store.
If customer chemistry with the retailer is as important as this research suggests,
then a retailer must strive for a presentation that appropriately suggests its personality.
Though many retailers seemingly attempt to present a blank slate upon which consumers
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can project their own perceived personality, hoping to be all things to all consumers, the
implications of this work will suggest that this tactic may work as well for the retailer as
it does for the lonely nerd at a party who “seems nice enough” but who just doesn’t seem
that interesting to anyone. There is value then in creating a personality that speaks to
customers. Some recent studies have called for retailers to focus on compatibility
management (Verhoef et al. 2009), suggesting that consumers’ interactions with each
other are partially responsible for their enjoyment of the retail experience. If the
personality of the store is consistently communicated through the servicescape, then the
consumers who are drawn to that retailer in increasing numbers will already be
compatible.
This study also provides evidence to retailers that they cannot rely exclusively on
creating affective commitment in their customers. They must uncover ways to keep the
passion alive just as people in romantic relationships strive to keep things new and fresh
so that the fires of passion don’t burn out.

Limitations

As with any research certain limitations impact this research. The use of a
random sample of consumers would allow a comparison of the attitudes and behaviors of
those customers who report having a retailer that they love with those of consumers who
report no such affection, increasing the generalizability of the findings. Because of the
exploratory nature of this research, though, the purposive sample was appropriate and
more practical. Also, the use of an online survey allowed for a large and rather
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geographically diverse sample but may have introduced a bias. Even though testing did
not find evidence of a common method bias, such a factor cannot be ruled out
conclusively. Finally, the study focused on a broad range of retailers, allowing the
respondents to self-select based on their own their own opinion. A study of consumers
who all experience love for the same retailer, while less generalizable, might provide
additional insights regarding the intensity of each of the stages of customer chemistry.

Conclusion

This work is intended to open the door to a broad range of study that places the
consumer at the center of value creation, consistent with the service-dominant logic
paradigm (Vargo and Lusch 2004) that guides so much of the current market research.
As evidenced by a recent Journal of Retailing issue devoted specifically to managing the
customer experience, a real need exists for research that explains the experiential aspects
of consumption. As the growth and profitability of retailer is determined more on the
basis of little things that make a big difference (Grewal, Levy, and Kumar 2009),
marketing researchers must pay attention to the subtleties of the customer experience,
those components which engage and arouse consumers, encouraging them to be partners
in the experience.
Research suggests that price and service differentiation are no longer sufficient to
lure consumers in significant numbers (Pine and Gilmore 1999; Verhoef, Lemon,
Parasuraman, Roggeveen, Tsiros, and Schlesinger 2009). Future research must strive to
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create a more in-depth and nuanced understanding of the link between the customer’s
emotions and the retail brand.
There is no indication that customer chemistry must be confined only to retailers.
Different consumption settings provide different opportunities to impact consumer affect.
It is not inconceivable that a doctor’s office or a bank could create a comfortable and
personalized experience which consumers actually find pleasant and arousing. Certainly
online retailers can create a personalized experience for their consumers which could
easily lead to customer chemistry. Future research will explore further the love
connection that customer chemistry describes.
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CHAPTER IV
ESSAY THREE
Everything I Want to Be:
Customer Chemistry and Identity Construction
Abstract: Recent consumer research has focused in great detail on the ways that
consumers use consumption to create and express their own identities. Building on a
classic article by Belk (1988) that explained the role of possessions in forming identity,
Ahuvia (2005) found that consumers’ narratives could shed further light on identity
construction through consumption, a finding that is consistent with Fournier’s (1998)
groundbreaking work on brand relationships. The current research seeks to extend this
research stream by describing the role of favorite places – in this case, retailers – in
forming and expressing consumers’ identities. Depth interviews with ten informants
provide empirical support for the phenomenon of customer chemistry, the consumer
process of forming positive, environmentally-derived attachment to a retailer, and
demonstrate the role of the resultant relationship in identity construction and expression.

“Keep company with those that will make you better.”
Old English Proverb

Introduction

“I Shop Therefore I Am.” Whether it is written on a bumper sticker, a button, or a
Facebook page, the message is the same – consumption is an important component of the
way people define themselves. The concept of self-creation through consumption is
hardly new. Psychology, sociology, and marketing researchers have studied for decades
the myriad ways that consumption allows consumers to create, maintain, and express
their own identities. The past decade, though, has seen a marked increase in research that
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seeks to explore the importance of brand relationships in general and of individual
possessions in particular.
Belk’s (1988) article, “Possessions and the Extended Self,” first justified
consumer researchers’ interest in the ways that consumption helps to define consumers’
sense of self. Building on that concept, Fournier’s (1998) “Consumers and their Brands:
Developing Relationship Theory in Consumer Research” explored and explained the
dynamics of consumers’ relationships with loved brands. Even more recently, Ahuvia
(2005) moved “Beyond the Extended Self: Loved Objects and Consumers’ Identity
Narratives” to demonstrate that consumers’ love for specific possessions plays an
important role in structuring social relationships and in overall consumer well-being.
Each of these articles builds upon the theoretical foundations of the ones that came before
to advance understanding of the vital role of consumption in people’s lives. The current
essay presents the results of an empirical study designed to further advance this
understanding by extending the concept of consumer love to include beloved retailers.
The concept of customer chemistry has been advanced to explain the consumer
process of developing a positive, environmentally-derived attachment to a retailer.
Empirical evidence has shown that consumers do form emotional attachments to retailers
based in part on their attitude toward the retailer’s visual servicescape, self-image
congruity (SIC) with the retailer, and the emotional significance associated with that
retailer due to associations with important events or people in the consumers’ lives.
What has not yet been explained is the role that this love relationship plays for
consumers. The previously mentioned research would suggest that the customer
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chemistry relationship may serve as a heuristic which allows consumers to narratively
describe the place that consumed objects hold in their lives and as a way to signal to
others the identity that they have created through the consumption of both the place and
those objects. If this suggestion is correct, then research examining the consumption of
place will move from the exclusive domain of travel and tourism and firmly into the
domain of overall consumer behavior.
This essay discusses the previous research in context and provides a structure for
the case studies that follow. Through three modified life histories, the researcher presents
evidence that the object of the customer chemistry relationship does inform the identities
that consumers’ construct not only for themselves but also for others. Multiple levels of
analyses of these consumers’ narratives lay a foundation for ongoing research that further
explores the love of place in the context of consumer behavior.

Conceptual Foundations

Support for the self-image as a factor in consumer behavior is abundant (e.g.,
Barnes 1998; Bjerke and Polegato 2006; Park, Jaworski, and MacInnis 1986; Sirgy 1982,
1985). Balance theory (Heider 1946), cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger 1957),
parallel-constraint satisfaction (Shultz and Lepper 1996), and any number of other
consumer behavior theories all consider self-image to be the driving force for much
consumption. Accordingly, SIC with brands has been shown to play a significant role in
brand preferences and purchase intentions (e.g., Belk, Bahn and Mayer 1982; Ericksen
1996; Zinkhan and Hong 1991).
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Only recently, however, have researchers begun to explore the idea that the selfimage itself may be partially formed through consumption and that the objects and brands
that consumers love may be of particular importance. Aron, Aron, Tudor, and Nelson
(1991) put forth that interpersonal love involves a fusion of identities with one’s sense of
self growing to include the loved other. Numerous studies have built upon this concept to
describe the importance of love of special possessions (Csikszentmihalyi and RochbergHalton (1981), of fashion (Thompson and Haytko 1997), and of collections (Ahuvia
2005) among other things.
The basis for much of the aforementioned research is Belk’s (1988) “Possessions
and the Extended Self.” That work codifies the belief that consumption helps consumers
define their sense of self and supports the idea that consumers utilize possessions to
extend, expand, and strengthen sense of self. Throughout the piece, Belk uses the terms
“self,” “sense of self,” and “identity’ interchangeably to describe the way a person
perceives who he or she is. Two components of self are discussed. The core self relates
to “the body, internal processes, ideas, and experiences,” while the extended self relates
to “persons, places, and things to which one feels attached” (p. 141).
Ahuvia (2005) extends Belk’s (1988) work in part by addressing two major
developments in consumer research that have occurred since publication of the germinal
work. First, conceptualization of self as narrative (e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2000;
Fournier 1988; Giddens 1991; Thompson 1996, 1997) suggests that not only do
consumers see themselves as a list of attributes but that those attributes relate in memory
to pivotal episodes in one’s life, episodes which are strung together to form a story. The
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resulting story allows consumers to understand who they are and connects past, present,
and imagined future identities into a cohesive whole. Also explained by the narrative are
one’s affiliations with some people and rejection of affiliation with others, based upon the
roles they play in the narrative. Ahuvia (2005) points out that this view is consistent with
metaphors that see identity as a performance in which consumers employ consumed
goods to enact personalized versions of cultural scripts (Murray 2002).
The second development since Belk (1988) involves a focus on the complexities
of developing and maintaining a sense of self. Discovery of one’s personal preferences,
making choices, and representing oneself to others have become major concerns for both
consumers and researchers (e.g., Gergen 1991; Giddens 1991). Two primary theories
have evolved to address these concerns – fragmented self and empty self. Postmodernist
researchers have described fragmented multiple selves which consumers feel no driving
need to reconcile (Firat and Venkatesh 1995). Other researchers have countered the
suggestion that consumers do not feel the need to search for a unified self with studies
indicating an intense need to define an authentic self (e.g., Gould and Lerman 1998;
Thompson and Hirschman 1995; Murray 2002). In stark contrast to the postmodernist
ideas is Cushman’s (1990) suggestion that consumers’ identities are actually nothing
more than black holes that can never be filled despite lifelong attempts to fill them with
consumed objects. In Cushman’s view, consumers with an empty sense of self engage in
ongoing episodes of lifestyle consumption in a fruitless effort to find their true identity,
an identity that can never be found, due in part to a lack of social and cultural support for
that project.
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A recent study addresses both of these identity issues in a way that is contrary to
Cushman’s dark view. The concept of belief harmonization suggests that humans
possess certain sacrosanct beliefs, among which is the belief that they are moral loveable
beings for whom fate has planned a benevolent future (Dunning 2007). Based on that
belief, the research suggests that consumers’ beliefs, needs, and preferences actually form
a dynamic network which strives to reduce any tension among its elements. For instance,
if a consumer wants to buy an expensive luxury item but thinks of himself as a frugal
person, the desire for the luxury item may cause the value placed on frugality to become
less salient and the belief that he is worth the splurge to become more salient. Therefore,
identity is fluid and adaptive to the situation or life stage in which the consumer finds him
or herself.
Missing from all of these studies is the concept that consumer love of place can
also play a significant role in developing consumers’ sense of self. Marketing researchers
have discussed the concept of place love only in the context of “third places” and then
only in regard to the social bonds that lonely consumers form there (Rosenbaum, Ward,
Walker, and Ostrom 2007). Consumer behavior researchers have not yet explored the
possibility that consumers’ love of place may form an identity loop in which love of the
consumption space drives consumption which informs identity which in turn enhances
love of the space. See Figure 4.1. The current research addresses this deficiency in the
context of consumers’ love of specific retailers as it attempts to answer the research
question, “What is the role of customer chemistry in identity construction and signaling
for consumers?” This research also answers Ahuvia’s (2005) call for further research
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that centers on the idea of self and extends understanding of the role of consumption in
identity construction.

Consumption

Identity
Love

Figure 4.1
Identity Loop

Method

Study Design and Data Collection

The discovery-oriented nature of this study suggests the use of a hermeneutic
approach (Arnold and Fischer 1994; Thompson 1997; Thompson, Pollio, and Locander
1994), phenomenological interviews in this case. A depth interview approach allows the
researcher to uncover the subjective meanings of consumers’ lived experiences and to
explore the way that those experiences inform the consumers’ sense of self (Fournier
1998). All of the interviews were conducted by the primary researcher in order to allow a
holistic perspective (Fournier 1998) and to allow for maximum cross-case comparison.
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Ten informants were purposively selected with the goal of achieving greater
insight regarding the role of loved retailers in consumers’ identity construction. The use
of a non-random sample is justified in the foundational stage of phenomenological
research such as this (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen 1993). Both male and female
informants were included despite previous research suggesting that women tend to form
more meaningful relationships (Guest 1964; Sherrod 1989). As a male with close
relationships with many consumed objects, and based on the inclusion of males in
previous research that explores collecting phenomena, a type of consumption
relationship, the researcher felt that the inclusion of male informants was justified.
Informants from various life stages and multiple walks of life were included in the
sample. Table 4.1 provides information on the ten informants. Restricting the size of the
informant pool allows for the kind of depth that is necessary for thick description
(Erlandson et al. 1993; Mick and Buhl 1992).
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Table 4.1
Informant Descriptions

Informant
Name

Gender

Age

Occupation

Family Status
Married father of 2
Married
Single
Married mother of 2
Single
Married father of 3
Single
Married mother of 2
Married
Single

Bill
Cole

M
M

79
30

Retired
attorney/CPA
Mortgage processor

Darla
Jane
Kris
Kurt
Laura
Lu
Marc
Stacy

F
F
F
M
F
F
M
F

27
45
29
43
19
60
45
21

Insurance clerk
Real estate agent
Bank loan officer
College professor
High school student
Personal assistant
Business owner
College student

Customer
Chemistry
with
Barnes and
Noble
The Gap
Bass Pro
Shops
Best Buy
Old Navy
Best Buy
Plato's Closet
Lowe's
Z Gallerie
Anthropologie

While these interviews were originally intended to be semi-structured and focus
on the informant’s relationship with their loved retailer, the willingness of several of the
informants to offer life history information and to divulge highly personal information
that relates to their sense of identity allowed for modified life-history case studies
(Denzin 1978) of those informants. For this reason, three cases were selected as the most
informative and are presented in this essay. Each of the cases represents an informant at
a different stage of their consumer life: Stacy, a twenty-one-year-old college student
weighing the options for her future; Jane, a forty-five-year-old mother of two who has
only recently settled into a life she never knew she wanted; and Bill, a seventy-nine-yearold retired attorney and CPA experiencing somewhat of a second lease on life.
Informants were told that the interviewer was interested in better understanding
what it is about the store that they love that makes them feel the way they do. They were
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told that this understanding could lead to better relationships between all retailers and
their customers. Interviews lasted from five to nine hours each and were conducted in a
place of the informant’s choosing to allow for a maximum sense of comfort and
relaxation. Conversations and interviewer observations were documented in shorthand
and transcribed immediately following the meeting.
Data collected from the informants determined the direction that each interview
took. Each interview was designed, though, to allow a two-level analysis (Fournier
1998). In the first-order analysis, the transcripts of the interviews yielded a first-person
description of the informant’s own thoughts and feelings about the retailer and the role it
plays in their life. This provides a thorough understanding of the customer chemistry
process as perceived by the participant and their own perspective regarding the
importance the retailer holds for them. In the second-order comparison phase, the
contextual details of each case as determined by the researcher were compared as they
relate to the theoretical foundations of customer chemistry and to the role of the retailer
in the informant’s identity construction. In this stage themes emerge through the process
of constant comparison. The dual analysis allows for the participants’ own thoughts and
feelings to be represented in the findings, and grounds those findings in theory.
To further stimulate discussion and to enhance the validity of the findings, an
additional interview technique was employed. The shopping with consumers (SWC)
protocol suggested by Lowrey, Otnes, and McGrath (2005) involved taking the
informants on a field trip to the retailer that is the object of their affection. They were
asked to consider the shopping trip to be as typical as possible and to regard the
117

interviewer as someone with whom they wish to share the experience. In order to better
simulate an actual shopping experience, each informant was provided $100 to spend on
anything in the store.
During the visit, the interviewer made efforts to document the informant’s
behavior while minimizing the effects of observation on the informant. Verbal prompts
designed to assess the informant’s state of mind were provided during the shopping trip.
These prompts varied based on the type of retailer that the informant loves and were
tailored to each situation. General probes explored favorite departments, the amount of
merchandise from the retailer that the participant already owns, and how often the
participant shops with others in the store. Other prompts encouraged the participant to
discuss himself in the context of his everyday life outside of the shopping experience to
allow comparison of in-store demeanor with that already exhibited outside of the
shopping experience.
Because the goal of the SWC protocol is to duplicate the actual shopping
experience as closely as possible, prompts were delivered as unobtrusively as possible.
Unlike the interviews, the informant needed to be less focused on self-description and
instead be allowed to exhibit normal self-expression. Immediately following the
shopping trip, the primary researcher transcribed his notes which recreated the behavior,
the dialogue, and the mood of the time spent in the store.
By combining the informants’ own descriptions of their relationship with the
retailer with the researcher’s observations of the shopping experience, the researcher was
able to achieve a textured understanding of the actual emotional processes at work while
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the informant was actually exhibiting the effects of customer chemistry. This
understanding should provide a useful opportunity to describe the dynamic between the
informant and the retailer, shedding further light on the role of customer chemistry in
identity construction. The findings should then allow a more thorough understanding of
retail consumer behavior in general and customer chemistry specifically.

Data Analysis

In the tradition of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990), two types of
analysis were conducted on each of the interview/SWC transcripts. First-order
idiographic analysis began with an impressionistic reading of the transcripts and
description of recurrent themes for the individual informants. Through the informants’
own perspectives, identity construction issues were explored. Careful attention was paid
to the particular episodes and feelings that related to the way that the informant perceives
himself and wishes to be perceived by others. The second level of interpretation, crosscase analysis, examined patterns that exist among the three informants’ stories, an
attempt to provide structure to an overall understanding of customer chemistry and
identity construction. A framework of sensitizing concepts guided this interpretation.
These concepts are presented in Table 4.2 and discussed further in the section on crosscase analysis.
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Table 4.2
A Priori Themes Based on Sensitizing Concepts
A Priori Theme

Suggested By

Transformation of self into a desired form

Wong and Ahuvia (1998)

Version of self that is most salient

Greenwald (1988)

Trilateral nature (person-thing-person) of consumption relationships
Life stage and its impact on customer chemistry

Belk (1988)
Mick and Fournier (1998)

Empty-self conceptualization of identity construction
"Purity of pleasure" vs. "focal practices"

Cushman (1990)
Borgmann (2000)

Both levels of analysis employed the constant comparison technique (Lincoln and
Guba 1985), which involves reading and rereading of the text until common patterns are
discerned. Of particular interest was the range of possible relationships, the various
meanings placed on consumption episodes by the informants, and the outcomes of the
relationships as perceived by the informants. The sensitizing concepts were assigned a
priori codes. Consistent with emergent design, this coding scheme was modified

throughout the process to provide further evidence of meaning transfer to the loved
retailer (McCracken 1986).

Idiographic Analysis

The three selected case studies are presented below. Each of these cases
represents an informant who has expressed extreme love for a particular retailer and
reports a high level of customer chemistry. Their narratives provide rich descriptions of
the role that this retailer plays in their lives. Important episodes in the consumer-retailer
experience are highlighted in an attempt to weave together a coherent story – a love story,
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as it were. Each case is followed by a brief description of a theme as perceived by the
researcher. These themes are based on the sensitizing concepts and are utilized in the
cross-case analysis that follows.

Case One: Stacy

Stacy is a college senior majoring in marketing at a large university in the
southeastern United States. At the time of the interview, she is still excited to have just
reached the age of twenty-one. She has asked to meet in a bookstore coffee shop within
sight of her favorite store. She drove over forty miles to be here and arrives looking flush
with excitement and perhaps the cool December air. Watching Stacy as she approaches,
the interviewer is struck by just how put-together she appears. A young adult, she looks
the part of serious college student even though the day is Saturday. Her scarf is
coordinated with her gloves which match her sweater perfectly. The expensive-looking
handbag she carries obviously played in the selection of the shoes that match it so well.
Her long blonde hair is pulled back into a pony tail that adds to her wholesome
appearance. The interviewer will not be surprised later to learn that her family is
financially very comfortable but that she takes pride in the fact that she strives not to take
advantage of her family. Of all of the young women milling about in the store, Stacy
would likely be the one that most would notice first, not even because she’s the most
beautiful but because she carries herself so confidently.
Conversation with Stacy is easy and comfortable even though this is the first time
she has met the interviewer face-to-face. She is quite forthcoming with information
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about herself and her background and is extremely ready to discuss her favorite retailer.
The conversation drifts from her love of fashion and desire to incorporate that into her
anticipated career in marketing to her love of animals and the beloved job that she has
maintained throughout high school and college, working in her veterinarian mother’s
clinic.
In many ways Stacy is a typical college senior. She is anxious about graduation
and her entry into the so-called real world. Her nervousness about settling into a career is
only one reason she is considering graduate school as a means of postponing the
inevitable job search. She seems to be the type of person who would thrive in an
academic environment, as she is very interested in the research at hand and inquisitive
about the outcome.

Stacy’s Customer Chemistry and Identity Construction Stacy begins to beam as the

discussion turns to the retailer for whom she has professed love – Anthropologie.
Anthropologie is an upscale retailer of women’s fashions and home décor. The company
is owned by Urban Outfitters, Inc. and was founded in 1992 to appeal to affluent thirtyto forty-something women (fastcompany.com). The stores themselves are designed to be
an exotic mix of bohemian luxury and over-the-top whimsy.
But what is the store to Stacy? Asked to describe it, Stacy sits straight in her seat
and smiles.
Anthropologie is a fantastically unique store for women. It has everything that
women need, and that makes it kinda hard to describe. They have beautiful
clothes and incredible household stuff, but it’s all very unique. Everything in
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there stands out so when you go in, you have to stop and look at everything.
Buying stuff from there is almost like buying artwork.
Anxious to share her enthusiasm and anticipating our upcoming shopping trip, she
quickly turns to a description of the appearance of the store.
You have to see it! You’re going to love the way it looks. When you go in there
you feel like you’re going to a whole different place, like you’re in a different
city, not just in a mall. It feels like more than a store. I think it’s because they
pay so much attention to detail in all of their displays. All of the décor is detailed,
intricate, but within reach, you know? And everything in there is in sections, but
even though the sections are really unique, they blend together in a way that
makes sense.
She relates a story.
I was in there one afternoon with my little sister. We got there early, right after
they had opened. This one girl who works there had just started building a
display. For the longest time, I couldn’t tell what she was doing, but I kept
watching her while I shopped. After a couple of hours, I realized that she was
building this massive airplane out of folded maps. I asked her about it and she
told me that the supplies came from the main office but that she was responsible
for putting them together the right way. It took her about six hours, but by the
time I left, there was this beautiful paper airplane made out of maps flying over
the entrance to the store. That just shows you how they don’t throw anything
together. It’s all about the details there and they pay close attention to detail. I
love that they are the kind of store that finds beauty in airplanes made out of
maps.
The fact that she had just described a visit to the store that lasted at least six hours was
not lost on the interviewer. She laughed when it was brought to her attention and said
that this was not an uncommon occurrence.
But how did Stacy discover Anthropologie, and was it love at first sight?
Oh, I remember the first time I ever went in there. I was visiting a friend of mine
in her hometown. They had an Anthropologie before we had one anywhere near
here. She told me that she had a store she wanted me to see. When I went in,
right away I thought it was gorgeous but really expensive. [She whispers the next
two sentences.] To be honest I thought it was kind of ridiculous at first. I mean
everything cost so much. But I did buy some stuff. Mother’s Day was coming up
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and I found this gorgeous oven mitt and really nice coffee mug with my mom’s
initial on it. My mom loved them both and I felt so good because I had gotten her
nice things from a really nice store.
[“If your first visit left you feeling that the store was gorgeous but, as you said,
‘ridiculous,’ then how did it come to be a store that you love today?”]
Well, that’s kinda weird because when I left there I couldn’t stop thinking about
it. It was like that place just got me! They understood my style. I kept thinking
about the clothes I had seen there and how I had never seen anyone around here
wearing them. When I had somewhere special to go like a formal or a date, I
wondered what Anthropologie would have that I could wear. I knew I couldn’t
afford their stuff on my college student budget, but I knew I wanted it. I had to
think about it for a long time, too, because it was like a year before I got to go
back. It was a several hour drive from where I lived, but I found out that they had
a sale room – a room in the back with stuff that didn’t sell and the prices were
supposed to be great – and I had to go. I had looked forward to going back there
for nearly a year and even so, I wasn’t let down at all when I got there. It was
fantastic! That was the first trip when I bought some things for myself, and to this
day, almost every single thing I’ve bought there has come from the sale room.
[She leans in.] The prices really are incredible. I go to the website at least once a
week to see what they’ve moved to the sale room.
Anthropologie is a destination for Stacy. She plans her visits and looks forward
to them. Anxious about living so far from her beloved retailer, she says that she looks for
excuses to come. Asked what it would be like to live somewhere that didn’t allow her to
have access to the store, she frowns for the first time since she began the interview and
says earnestly that it’s hard to even consider. She loves the surroundings and feels
special because she is a customer at this store. Living within an hour’s drive of a
location, she has come to depend on her proximity to this retailer and seems unwilling to
imagine a life in which she is not an Anthropologie customer. How did Anthropologie
become such an important component of her life? As she answers this question the
interviewer realizes that for Stacy this retailer is important not just because her patronage
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is one of the ways that she defines herself, but because her attachment affords her a way
to display who she is to the world around her.
When I think about going there, I feel joy, no – ecstatic. [Her smile lights up her
entire face and her demeanor gives the appearance of someone who has had an
epiphany.] You know, Anthropologie is an original. It’s unique and different and
totally original! So much so that I think it may be an acquired taste. You have to
be the kind of person who can appreciate it, who can see the beauty in everyday
things. Maybe that means I’m a little bit “out there,” but I like what it says about
me that I love this store. It shows people I’m different but in a good way, you
know? I saw this documentary one time about a concert violinist who was
scheduled to play Carnegie Hall to a sold-out crowd. People were paying
hundreds of dollars just to come and hear him play the violin, but the day before
his concert, he went down into the subway station and just started playing for
people. He said that so many people just rushed by and looked at him like he was
a crazy person, but a few people – a few special people – realized not that he was
famous but that he was good, and they stopped and they listened to him play his
violin for free. I like to think I’m the kind of person who would recognize the
beauty of the man playing his violin in the subway and not have to be told that he
was famous before I would enjoy his music. That’s kind of the way I feel about
Anthropologie. I love that store and that shows people that I find beauty where it
is. I don’t have to be told what’s beautiful.
Stacy makes several comments throughout the conversation that indicate her
unwillingness to be thought of as mainstream. [“Would it be so bad to be thought of as
mainstream?”]
No, but it’s not who I am. Anthropologie appeals to who I am. I can see myself
in the store. Anthropologie makes you feel like an individual. It has personality
and ideas and there are motivations behind everything they do. I can see the
human side of those motivations and I feel like a friend, like I’m special because I
get it!
If the typical Anthropologie customer is a thirty- to forty-something woman, this
discrepancy is lost on twenty-one year-old Stacy, at least on the surface. The mission of
the retailer is to appeal to a more mature woman who has children and has settled into a
comfortable lifestyle, one that affords her a bit of self-pampering (fastcompany.com).
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This woman is not Stacy and yet she identifies so closely with the personality of the store
as she perceives it. [“Do you see yourself having anything in common with the typical
Anthropologie customer?”]
Definitely! They appreciate the same kind of stuff I do. That makes me feel a
little closer to them. The people who are shopping in there when I’m in there,
they may not realize that I feel that kinship, but I do. [Maybe the differences are
not lost on her after all.] They may be a little older than me, but I know that
they’re like me and it makes me feel good.
She smiles and further explains how often she discusses Anthropologie with her friends
and family.
Oh, they all know, “That’s her thing.” I talk about it all the time and they tell me
I smile whenever I mention it. [She does.] For my birthday and Christmas,
Valentine’s Day, Easter, I always get gift cards. [She reaches into her purse,
opens her wallet and pulls out proof, three Anthropologie gift cards. She then
pulls out a large green envelope with printed bubbles of color and what looks like
an animated sea monster on it.] This is special. This is the birthday card they
sent me a couple of weeks ago. It has a fifteen percent off coupon in it. They
send me one every year for my birthday, and today I’m going to combine that
with this gift card my aunt gave me for my birthday, these other two cards I’ve
saved and the money that you’re giving me and I’m going to feel rich! Oh, the
box that the gift card from my aunt came in? Even it was cool. It was this green
cube with cloth ribbons and bubbles stuck on it. They pay so much attention to
details.
The interview turns to a discussion of the personality of the store. [“You’ve
talked to me about the way the store looks and about how unique it is and the attention
they pay to detail. What would you tell me about the personality of Anthropologie?”]
Well, it’s girly and feminine but not in a way that feels silly. Nothing in there is
run-of-the-mill. It feels cultural, like you’ve walked into a friend’s home and
there are antiques everywhere, but not the kind you’re afraid to touch, you know?
Everything in there is accessible. I guess that’s their personality – they’re elegant
and sophisticated but accessible. They’re your friend
[“How would you say that compares to your personality?”] It’s exactly who I am,
I think. Gosh, it’s who I think I am – who I want to be anyway. I mean, I like
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who I am right now. I’m pretty happy with myself, but I have goals and things I
want to accomplish just like everybody. When I accomplish those goals, that’s
definitely who I’ll be.
[“What are some of those goals you would like to accomplish?”] As far as who I
am, I don’t want to change. I like who I am. I just want things out of life. I’d
love to have a career and a husband and kids to come home to. I want to matter,
to make a difference. I don’t know exactly how yet, but I know that I will one
day. Until then, I want to be friendly to everyone and open to experiences.
Maybe I’m like Anthropologie that way, too!

Shopping with Stacy Stacy is excited about walking through the doors of the store she

loves and explains to the interviewer that it’s “not going to be like anything you’ve ever
seen so get ready.” The store really is out of the ordinary. At the time of the visit, it is
nearly Christmas and each of the five senses is impacted by the atmosphere of
Anthropologie. Artificial snow covers life-size trees that serve as display racks for
scarves and gloves. Candles flicker, giving off not only a warm glow but intoxicating
fragrances. A giant “A” formed out of live poinsettias towering high above the floor
draws the eyes to a retro 1950’s-style kitchen display that holds a few select tea kettles
and mugs as well as coffee and cider for the taking. The floor under foot is alternately
polished concrete and plush, leather-piled rugs. The clothing that is the primary product
of this retailer seems like an afterthought, carefully placed to fill in the spaces between
eye-catching, touch-inducing displays. Towering over all of this merchandise is a sevenfoot moose made entirely of empty tubes from paper towel rolls.
Stacy wastes no time moving to the clothing display nearest the door. She
touches each item of clothing before her as if it were fragile and might crumble if handled
carelessly. No item eludes her attention as she makes her way though the blouses one at
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a time. Several of the items elicit comments such as, “I have this,” “I tried this on,” and
“I’m waiting for this to go on sale!” She knows the inventory well. As she walks
through the store, only rarely does she exclaim, “Oh this is new!”
Other than a few young people who seem to be shopping with their mothers,
Stacy appears to be the youngest shopper in the store. She is unfazed by this fact and
continues to carry herself with the confidence of someone who knows that she is exactly
where she belongs. She gathers items to try on as she navigates the store, continuing to
touch almost every item that she sees. The impression is one of a hostess walking
through a crowded party and pausing at each guest to acknowledge their presence.
Letting them know they are welcome and appreciated. Often, she points out unique
pieces of home décor to the interviewer, explaining that she has bought this or that for the
home she will one day have or, in some cases, that she will one day be able to afford to
buy for that home.
When her arms, and those of the interviewer, can carry no more clothing, Stacy
proceeds to the dressing room area. Even this part of the store is unique. Dressing rooms
are laid out in a circular pattern around a common area that contains large full-length
mirrors and soft plush chairs. Customers are encouraged to step out of the dressing room
and move around in their new fashions amidst others doing the same. Several women
who do not seem to know each other offer advice or approval of their fellow shoppers’
fashion choices. A small community based on common fashion sense develops and then
dissolves again as soon as the members retreat to their individual dressing rooms. Stacy
emerges from hers several times to admire her selection and seemingly to garner the
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approval of the more mature, perhaps only-slightly-more-experienced shoppers. An hour
passes quickly before she appears carrying only slightly fewer items than she originally
carried into the dressing area.
As a salesclerk rings up the purchases, Stacy leans in to the interviewer and points
out that each item of clothing is being individually wrapped in tissue paper then sealed
with a golden sticker bearing the Anthropologie logo. “See how careful they are with my
stuff. That shows you that they understand how important it is to handle nice things
carefully.” She is proud of her choices and even more proud of the acceptance she
perceives from the fashionable woman who is packaging them for her. When all of her
purchases are totaled, Stacy will use the funds provided by the researcher, the three gift
cards, and three additional hundred dollar bills that she had tucked in her wallet. As she
turns to leave the store, however, she makes sure that the interviewer understands that
even though she spent what she considers to be a great deal of money, that she chose
wisely and received a lot of value for the money. Even as she leaves, she continues to
touch merchandise, commenting that she will try it on the next time she returns or asking
the interviewer’s opinion of certain pieces of clothing.

Stacy’s Theme One particular comment that Stacy made while shopping seems to typify

the role of Anthropologie in her life. “In this store everything is within reach. Nothing is
off-limits even though it’s really nice stuff.” She was discussing the placement of
merchandise, but shed light on the reason she feels so attached to this store. Her
relationship with Anthropologie reminds her that the life that she wants – the career, the
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husband, the children, and the nice home – is within her reach. Even though it is a big
dream, it is not off-limits to her. Shopping in this store reminds her that others are living
the dream she has for herself and that it is possible for her as well. By telling others
about her affection for Anthropologie, she signals to them that she has these dreams and
that she will one day live them, too. She models her behavior and attitudes on the
personality that she perceives to be that of the typical Anthropologie customer and of the
retailer itself. By cultivating the relationship with Anthropologie, Stacy feels herself
becoming the woman who sees the unique in everyday things and who recognizes beauty
found in unexpected places such as subway stations or beneath a seven-foot cardboard
moose.
The confidence that Stacy exudes probably stems from her belief that she is ontrack to achieve her goals and dreams. She likes who she is, her sense of actual self, but
yearns to be her ideal self with a career, a husband, children and a nice home. Her
relationship with Anthropologie allows her to perceive herself the way she hopes that
others will perceive her. She likes the person that she is, and this store plays a large role
in identifying for her exactly who that person is. As she said, Anthropologie is “her
thing.”

Case Two: Jane

Jane is a forty-five-year-old mother of two young boys. After years of trying to
discover who she really is, she has settled comfortably into the roles of wife, mother, and
successful real estate agent. Life was not always so sedate for her.
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The youngest of six children, Jane grew up with older parents who were very
loving but perhaps a little tired from raising such a large family. She used humor and
outrageousness to stand out in her home and in the rest of the world. A reluctant
overachiever, Jane’s high school years were filled with cheerleading, beauty pageants,
and school theatrical productions. While not the best student academically, her
determination to stand out pushed her to study hard and to perform well in school. After
graduating from high school, though, a lack of structure and parental supervision left her
somewhat lost and looking for meaning in her life. The next fifteen years would find
Jane drifting in and out of several troubled marriages and a myriad of unfulfilling jobs.
All of that changed when she met her current husband. Thirteen years ago, emboldened
by the love of a good man with dreams of a home and family of his own, Jane found the
peace that had eluded her for so long. She settled down and set about becoming a good
partner to her new husband.
Soon Jane discovered that motherhood was something that came very naturally to
her. Lessons learned from her own mother guided her as she gave birth to and began to
raise two beautiful young boys, each with his own distinct personality. She reveled in
their differences and encouraged them to follow their own paths, something that they
have successfully done as they grow from young boys to young men. Jane and her
husband have many reasons to be proud. They have created a wonderful life in a
beautiful home for themselves and their children. The boys, aged twelve and nine, are
good kids and enjoy nothing more than spending time with each other and with their
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parents. Many happy hours are spent watching movies in their home theatre or playing
video games with the whole family.
On the day of the interview, Jane has elected to meet at a Mediterranean
restaurant in her home town. When she enters the owner greets her from the kitchen and
asks where her husband and the boys are. She settles into a back booth with a smile on
her face, pleased to be in a comfortable place that reminds her of good times with her
family. The pretty girl who was the class clown and attention junkie is now the attractive
woman who enjoys watching as her children take center stage.

Jane’s Customer Chemistry and Identity Construction Jane is matter-of-fact as she

explains that Best Buy is just about her favorite place in the whole world. Founded in
1966, Best Buy is an international retailer of entertainment technology (bestbuyinc.com).
The retailer focuses on the human element of technology and places great emphasis on
people – both customers and employees. Their popular Geek Squad serves as a techsavvy liaison between the store and its customers, making even advanced entertainmentoriented technology accessible to the masses (bestbuyinc.com).
The servicescape of Best Buy stores is designed to engage and energize both
employees and customers. Employing a “customer centricity model,” they create
segmented stores that focus on key customer lifestyle groups such as “affluent suburban
families, trend-setting urban dwellers, and the closely knit families of Middle America”
(bestbuyinc.com). The combination of cool and warm colors and the abundance of metal
fixtures provide a contemporary design that seems appropriate for the tech-interested
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shopper who would be drawn to Best Buy. The high ceilings could serve to dwarf
customers if it were not for the visual excitement provided by rounded category signs
welcoming customers into smaller departments that are bounded by fixtures, allowing
shoppers to feel as if they are in a small boutique catering to their specific technological
needs.
Jane explains what makes Best Buy special to her.
Best Buy is a huge – no, massive – store that sells music and movies and
appliances. They don’t necessarily have better prices than places like Wal-Mart
and Target, but the thing that sets them apart is their employees. They’re trained
and helpful and honest. You can always count on them to know about things.
[Jane has worked retail during her many jobbed career. She is not someone who
suffers poor service quietly and tends to expect a lot from retail employees.]
Personally, I think they must pay them really well because they’re always so
quick to help and they’re obviously more educated than the employees at a lot of
stores, or at least they appear to be. [Jane, like her siblings, did not finish college
but insists on it for her boys.] That tells me that they’re honest so I trust them
when they tell me things.
But you know the store makes it easier on them to know their stuff, too, because
everything in there is so clean and laid out in logical departments. It’s so clearly
defined. I love walking in the front door because I know exactly where
everything is, where to go. They don’t move things around all the time like a lot
of stores, so it’s familiar. It’s my store!
Best Buy feels like her place. Now it is familiar and she knows what to expect
from the store and its employees, but what about when she first discovered it?
I remember being flabbergasted at how much stuff they had in that one store and
that it was all stuff that I needed. [She laughs.] OK, maybe I didn’t need it, but I
wanted all of it! You could just move your whole family in there and you would
have the perfect home. There are TVs and computers and iPods and refrigerators,
and they have couches in the home theatre area. You could just move your family
in! I guess that’s why I knew I would be back after the first time. I didn’t know
yet how helpful they were, but I knew that I liked the look of the store and the
way it felt in there – kind of like home.
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Jane has been fairly sedate throughout the interview. She obviously enjoys the
store and has a good opinion of its employees. As she begins to describe the feel of the
servicescape and her family, though, she relaxes somewhat. Her demeanor shifts from
that of a Realtor telling a potential client about the virtues of her latest listing to that of
friend letting another friend in on a secret.
Do you know why Best Buy is so special to me? It’s because it’s all about fun
and entertainment and spending time with my family. Everything I get in there
turns into fun family time. Even just going in there usually turns into fun times
for my family. Gosh, if there’s no football on TV, it’s not at all unusual for one
of us to look at the other and say, “Wanna go to Best Buy?” We go just for fun
and to see what’s going on. My husband and I always have plenty of stuff to look
at and we’re comfortable while we do it knowing that the boys are having fun,
too. It’s like a park or a playground for them. It’s so great to go in there and see
another family playing Guitar Hero and we encourage the boys to join them.
Then all of the parents stand around and get to know each other. [The interviewer
senses that Best Buy may be a playground for Jane and her husband as well. “Do
you encourage the boys to play with kids other places, such as Wal-Mart or
Target?”] Oh God no! You have to be so careful today! [“Why the difference?”]
I don’t know. I guess I know that the people in there are higher middle class.
They’re probably repeat shoppers who come there because they appreciate service
more than price and they’ve experienced good things like I have. They’re people
who aren’t afraid to ask questions and want to know more about products before
they buy them. People who don’t care about service or about the human touch go
somewhere else to shop. The people who come here are like me.
Jane feels that her appreciation of good service and her yearning to purchase only
the best products for her family defines her status as a typical Best Buy customer. [“What
do you think it says about you that you love Best Buy?”]
It says that I’m demanding. I want my money’s worth, but if you take care of me
I’ll be loyal to you. I personally am not that tech-savvy but I have learned a lot
from talking to their salespeople and I know when they’re being honest with me.
I’ve had different salespeople in there tell me that certain cheaper brands were
just as good as some of the higher-priced ones and not to waste my money. They
don’t have to do that. They respect their customers and know that we expect
more from them. Here they recognize me and they know that I’m one of those
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people. [“One of those people?”] The kind of person who cares about her family
and doesn’t want them to be taken advantage of.
Jane believes that being a Best Buy customer signals who she is to employees of
the retailer, but what does her love of the store say to others? [“Do other people know
how you feel about Best Buy?]
[She laughs.] Just everybody, especially my family! My in-laws, my
brothers and sisters, my clients! They all know that Best Buy is my store. I
always get Best Buy gift cards for Christmas, and I always give them to my
clients who buy houses from me. It’s the perfect gift for someone getting ready to
start out in a new home. You can get everything you need to make your house a
home. And I recommend Best Buy all the time. It makes me feel knowledgeable
to be able to share what I’ve learned there and to be able to say, “Oh, if you want
to find out more about laptops, then you need to talk to Richard.” It shows people
that I know what I’m talking about and that’s something that matters to me. In
life, in general, I appreciate people who know their stuff and who don’t just make
stuff up to make themselves look smart.
[“How would you describe the personality of Best Buy?] Best Buy is smart and
organized and consistently up-to-date. They offer variety and they’re very
friendly. [“How does that compare to your personality?”] It’s better! [She
laughs.] It’s what I want my personality to be. I’m not that organized. I’m not
that smart. I am friendly! But they make me look smart by teaching me about the
things I need for my home.

Shopping with Jane During the short drive to Best Buy, she reaches into her purse and

pulls out a blue card. She explains that it is her Rewards Club card that gives her credit
for her purchases, credit that can be used toward other Best Buy merchandise. Hers has a
fifty-dollar credit balance, a large amount she says, because she and her husband have
recently bought several large appliances there.
I love the Rewards program! You have to sign up for it but it’s free. A couple of
years ago, I had a warranty issue with something I bought there like four years
before. Of course I didn’t still have my receipt but I had to have it for the
warranty. Because I was a Rewards member, they were able to print me a
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duplicate receipt. That’s what I mean about them being more organized. That’s
part of why I’m so willing to pay a little more for stuff there. It may be silly, but I
feel like the same merchandise at Wal-Mart probably wasn’t handled as carefully
as it was at Best Buy – you know when they unload it off the trucks and put it in
the displays. At Wal-Mart the stuff I’m buying would be just one more box full
of merchandise to get to the store and put out. At Best Buy, I feel like it’s better
because it’s their main product, so they take better care of it.
As Jane enters the store she smiles and speaks to the store greeter who welcomes
her. Almost immediately she waves across the store to a man standing in the television
department.
That’s Billy. He’s a firefighter when he’s not working here. [Billy waves back.
“How do you know so much about him?”] We’re in here so much and he’s
helped us several times. In fact one time he was helping us pick out a new TV,
explaining how to hook up all of our components to it, and he knew we were
going to have a hard time. He actually gave us his cell number and told us to call
him if we needed help. We did and he talked us through it. He’s really nice.
[Billy is one of three employees that she will acknowledge by name while she is
in the store.]
Jane walks first to the DVD players, pointing out along the way a refrigerator that
she recently purchased. This day she is in the market for a new Blu-Ray player for the
family’s home theatre.
The boys love having their friends over to watch movies in the home theatre.
They’ll just camp out in there and I don’t hear a peep out of them. Their friends
always go home telling their parents that we have a huge home theatre. It’s really
just a bedroom we’ve converted with a big projection screen and surround sound,
but kids think it’s huge. I get so embarrassed when I go to the school and some of
the other mothers say things like, “Well I hear that your family has a real theatre
in it.” [The look on her face suggests that she is not at all embarrassed that her
children’s friends think they are the luckiest kids in school.] I have to explain to
them that it’s not really all that.
Jane has done her research before this shopping trip. She has narrowed down her
search to two brands and is trying to decide which features her family needs. She finds
the models she is considering and then begins looking for a salesperson to help her.
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When a young man comes over, she explains to him that her family needs a new DVD
player to replace the one that they have already purchased from Best Buy. As it turns
out, this one has not worked as well as the salesperson suggested it would, occasionally
causing the picture to skip. When the interviewer asks her why she doesn’t return the
faulty player, she is nearly apologetic.
Well, they can’t always be right. I think the guy who sold it to me gave me his
best advice. This time, it was just wrong. I know they would probably take it
back if I asked, but I don’t want to do that. We can just move that one to another
room and upgrade the home theatre. They deserve a second chance to get things
right. [The interviewer senses that she is a big believer in second chances.]
For nearly thirty minutes Jane discusses the merits of each player and asks the
salesperson what he would do if it were for his home. She finally settles on the one that
costs the most. She justifies this by reminding herself that she has her Rewards credit
and it is for the whole family. After allowing the sales person to carry her selection to the
front of the store, she proceeds to the DVD section.
We’ve got to find some movies that will really highlight the new player. The
boys want to have a sleepover this weekend and their friends have seen
everything that we own.
Using the same care that she employed when selecting the DVD player, Jane picks up
movie after movie, first considering its appropriateness for her family and then its
potential to test the limits of her speakers.
With several DVDs in her hand, Jane then walks to the video game section. The
interviewer notices that everything she considers purchasing is something that the whole
family can enjoy, consistent with her earlier statement that Best Buy is where she comes
to create family fun. She is shopping for memories for herself and her family. She adds
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some video games to her growing armload. She stops, remembering that there was
something else she needs. She pulls out her cell phone and dials her husband. As she
talks to him, she walks toward the video cable section. Hanging up after a brief
conversation she signals for a salesperson that she not recognize. While he walks toward
her, she tells the interviewer that this is another reason she loves coming here. Unsure of
exactly what she needs, she trusts the advice of the salespeople. When help arrives she
asks which cable she needs to connect a specific DVD player to a specific home theatre
projection system. The interviewer does not understand the long sequences of model
numbers about which Jane inquires, but the sales person quickly hands her a cable and
tells her that it should do exactly what she needs. The interviewer questions Jane’s
earlier self-assessment of not being very tech-savvy. As soon as the salesperson walks
away, Jane points to the display where the cable had been sitting.
You see? Look at the price of this one and the price of these others. They would
all work, but he gave me the least expensive one. He didn’t try to take advantage
of me and he gave me the best value.
She had known all along which cable she needed and wanted to prove to the interviewer
that everything she feels about this store is true. Pleased that her trust in Best Buy has
not been betrayed, Jane is finished shopping.
Checking out, Jane points again to the store greeter speaking to people as they
enter the store. Just as she probably beams watching her sons play football for their
school, she feels pride that Best Buy is performing well, proud that her store is living up
to the faith she has placed in it.
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Jane’s Theme Jane spent a great deal of her life trying to figure out who she was

supposed to be. During her life journey, she has been the youngest child in a large
family, the cheerleader, the wild child, the abused wife, and the rocker [She was lead
singer in a band for a couple of years.] All of this searching has led her to an identity that
makes her happy. As a wife and mother, Jane is finally able to relax into role that fits her
natural gifts. Her kindness, her humor, and even her toughness make her very adept at
parenting. More than anything else, she wants to create a home that will serve as a safe
place for herself and her family.
Jane’s love for Best Buy is proof to herself and she hopes to others that she has
become that which she wants to be. The products that she can buy there allow her to give
her family the things that make them happy, things that allow them to spend time
together. But it is more than the products themselves that matter to Jane. The
atmosphere of the store makes her feel safe. She knows where things are and she knows
who the people are. The knowledge she has garnered from years of shopping at Best Buy
also makes her feel special. She has become a de facto tech expert and she loves sharing
her knowledge with others.
Jane states that her actual self is friendly but that her ideal self is also organized
and efficient, all traits that she perceives in Best Buy. The store represents the things she
likes about her actual self and the things she hopes for in her ideal self. Best Buy allows
her to display to the world that her family comes first. Best Buy serves as proof that she
knows how to create a pleasant home environment. Best Buy gives her a sense of
confidence and proof that second chances pay off.
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Case Three: Bill

Bill will be eighty years old soon. Watching him stride across the floor of the
café where he has chosen to meet, the interviewer thinks for a moment that he must be
mistaken about the informant’s age. Bill’s appearance and demeanor are those of a much
younger man. His broad shoulders and slim waistline attest to a lifelong interest in
bodybuilding.
Bill was a child of the Depression. The necessary frugality of his mother taught
him to spend and save wisely. The love of his indulgent-in-spite-of-circumstances father
taught him to give to others whenever possible. The loss of that father at a young age
would be a driving force in Bill’s life, one that would cause him to leave behind his
mischievous youth and develop into a responsible young man, looking to start a family of
his own and to provide for them in the ways that his own parents had done so lovingly.
Married to his high school sweetheart, Bill finished college (the first in his family to do
so) with a degree in accounting and began a family, with two sons born only a year apart.
While they were still in diapers, he attended law school at night and earned his law
degree.
Bill developed a passion for learning and a great respect for books. His wife,
equally passionate about knowledge, taught reading to elementary school children, and
together they taught their children the importance of a good education. Their lives were
happily filled with sporting events involving their sons and with shopping trips to book
stores and flea markets. The flea markets provided an outlet for another passion of Bill’s
– collecting. He collected coins and stamps (activities learned from his father), pottery
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(an activity initiated by his wife that quickly became a common hobby), and comic books
(something he started as a way to bond with one of his sons and then grew to love). Each
of these activities gave him even more opportunities to learn and to expand his world.
Bill and his wife both continued to expand their horizons even as their sons grew
up and left home. His wife would return to college and change careers, becoming a nurse
about the time she turned fifty years old. Bill would sit for the CPA exam while in his
sixties (and pass it) because that was something he had always meant to do. Even with
plenty to keep them busy, their adult sons remained an important part of their daily lives.
When one of those sons was killed in an automobile accident, it would be a test of his
family’s strength. Bill again turned to books for guidance and comfort during this
devastating time.
More recently, Bill’s strength has been tested again. His ninety-six year-old
mother finally became unable to care for herself in her own home, so Bill and his wife
moved her into their home. For more than two years, the couple cared for her, rarely
leaving her unattended for more than a few minutes and never leaving the house together.
Bill’s dry sense of humor and determination to give to other people got him through a
difficult two years. His mother’s eventual passing a year ago has left both Bill and his
wife with a newfound freedom and an appreciation for time spent together and for being
able to resume their lives.

Bill’s Customer Chemistry and Identity Construction Not surprisingly, the place that Bill

says he loves is a book store. While he was caring for his mother, a new Barnes and
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Noble was built near his home. Barnes and Noble, a powerhouse bookseller since the
1970s, is a company that prides itself on its large selection of books, magazines (They’re
the second largest seller of magazines in the U.S.), and merchandise of interest to
bibliophiles. The particular location that has earned Bill’s love is one of their newer
“suburban superstores” (barnesandnobleinc.com), a 12,000-square-foot store that also
carries a large selection of music CDs and video DVDs. It is impressive, but why this
book store?
First, I noticed it because of the location. It was easy to get to from my house and
the parking was pretty good, so I gave it a shot. I have to admit that the first time
I went in there I was a little overwhelmed. It’s real big and I didn’t know where
to go! But I started exploring and it didn’t take me long at all to figure out where
everything was [He appears to be quite proud of his ability to navigate the store
without instruction.]. After I looked around for a while, I realized that it was laid
out really well, and it was nice. They have lots of big sections and they’re
organized better than at most other bookstores. Their layout makes sense, though,
so it doesn’t feel that big when you’re browsing. It feels like you’re in a small
bookstore because each section is pretty self-contained. Oh, and they have a little
eating area that’s real nice, and the magazine section is great and out of the way
of foot traffic. They have seating areas, too, that are actually really comfortable.
In some bookstores where they have chairs, it feels like they’re just there for
looks and they don’t want you to get too comfortable. At Barnes and Noble, they
do want you to kind of settle in and stay for a while.
[“Do you shop at a lot of bookstores?” Bill grins, showing a hint of the
mischievous young man that still lives within him.] I go to all the bookstores. I
shop around at Books-A-Million, Wal-Mart, and Target. I look at books at all of
those places, but I buy books at my Barnes and Noble. There’s this specialty
bookstore in town, too, that carries vintage books and first editions. My wife and
I love going in there just because there’s so much history there, but it’s really hard
to move around. I’m sure the owner knows where everything is, but we don’t!
I’ll take Barnes and Noble any day of the week.
Bill’s enthusiasm for the bookseller is not limited to the easy-to navigate
environment that he perceives. He feels strongly about the employees and his fellow
shoppers as well.
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The help is a lot better at Barnes and Noble, too. There’s always somebody there
when you need help and they’ll take you to whatever you ask for rather than just
point you to it and say, “Go over there.” Frankly, they have a better class of
employees than you see just about anywhere else, not just bookstores. Maybe
that’s part of the reason there’s such a nice atmosphere in there. It’s cleaner and
fresher because the help takes a lot better care of the place. You know, even the
customers in there are nicer. They seem like people who know what they’re
looking for. They like books a lot just like I do. Not too long ago we were in
there and I struck up a conversation with a World War II veteran. My wife reads
a lot about that war because her father was a decorated tail-gunner who fought in
World War II. She was sitting down in one of the chairs because we had been in
there a while and she was tired. I sent the guy over to talk to her and they talked
for over an hour while I shopped. [The interviewer points out that he must really
feel a kinship with other Barnes and Noble customers. Bill remembers an
exception and laughs.]
There was this one guy who came in one day. He was probably in his mid-forties
and you could tell he hadn’t been to a lot of bookstores, but he wanted to learn so
he came in. He picked up all these books on how to enhance your mind power
and to be smarter. I just had to laugh – he’s not gonna know what the hell to do
with them!
Bill’s stories suggest that a lot of his time is spent in Barnes and Noble. [“So
would you say that you spend a lot of time in the store?]
We go a lot. We have a lot of fun in there. When I go in Barnes and Noble, I’m
on my own and I look at whatever I want. I’m always excited to look at different
things that I’ve heard about, and I always see something new. Hell, I don’t have
anything else to do. I’m retired. But I walk in Barnes and Noble, and I’m King
Bill! In a bookstore, I know as much as anybody. I’m comfortable and confident.
I’m top-notch in a bookstore, and Barnes and Noble is the one I choose.
Now that we’re not taking care of mom anymore, I pretty much stop in there
every time I pass by. If I see it, I stop. It’s therapy. If you’re in a good mood,
you go in because it’s fun. If you’re not feeling the greatest, you go in because
you’ll be feeling better when you leave.
Barnes and Noble is important to Bill. He goes there because of the way he feels
when he does. What is it about this particular store that makes him feel so good?
Books are an important part of life. When my kids were little and even as they
grew older, I never denied them books. Even at times when money was tight, if
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they asked for a book, they got it. Books make you intellectual. The kinds of
books a person likes tells you a lot about that person. My son always laughs at
me because whenever I see pictures of famous people with books in the
background, I always pull out my magnifying glass to see if I can read the names
of the books. People can fool you about who they are, but the books that they
take time to read show you who they really are. [“And what would the books you
read tell someone about you?”]
Oh, man, they would tell you that I can’t make up my mind about what I want to
read! I buy books about everything. I’m usually reading several books at one
time and I have bookmarks in hundreds of books so that I can refer back to them
when I need to. So I guess my books would tell you that I don’t know a lot about
any one subject, but I do know a lot about books. [The interviewer already has a
sense that Bill is a lot smarter that he would admit. The perception, though, is
that the informant is not being overly modest. Instead, he does not feel that he
knows enough. Bill will never reach a point where he feels that he has learned
enough to call himself an intellectual. “You don’t think you know a lot about
several things?]
Not really. I was a pretty lazy student in high school. I joked my way through
and probably missed out on some of the fundamentals. I had a good time, but I
know I embarrassed my wife a lot by being a joker and not being serious about
school. Of course, she wasn’t my wife yet. I guess it’s a wonder she married me
at all! [He pauses and looks down for a moment, the jovial smile he has worn
throughout the interview slips.] Everything is in books, though.
Bill’s sense of self was shaped in high school. Sixty years later he has raised a
family, attained three college degrees, earned his CPA certification, taught university
courses, and lectured on small business entrepreneurship, yet he still feels like the
underachiever who would rather make the class laugh than pay attention to the teacher.
Barnes and Noble allows him to shine in an intellectual setting. As he said, he knows a
lot about books and books tell you a lot about a person – everything is in books.
[“What do you think it says about your personality that you love Barnes and
Noble?”] I don’t really know about that. [“Then how would you describe Barnes
and Noble’s personality to someone who had never been in the store?] Well, I
would say they’re educated and knowledgeable, friendly, helpful, welcoming,
qualified – an extravert. [“How would you say that’s different from your own
personality?” The smile returns to his face.] I guess they’re pretty much the
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same. I mean, my personality doesn’t fit anywhere else, so I go there. [Bill does
not take compliments well even when they come through the back door.]

Shopping with Bill Bill walks into the store with the same youthful swagger with which

he approached the interviewer earlier. He looks from side to side as her surveys the
domain of “King Bill.”
Notice how the colors in here kind of remind you of old books. There are lots of
browns – kind of makes me think of old leather books – but it’s not dark. They
have great reading lighting in here. And look around, you’ll see their displays
make sense, too. You can tell people that know about books put them together
because they make sense, like they’ll have books pulled together from a lot of
sections about the same general topic. The whole place is inviting. While you
look around, there’s a book on the Civil War that I want to check on. [Bill prefers
shopping alone. He knows what he wants to look at and he wants to take his time
while he does. As he said earlier, when he is in Barnes and Noble, he is free to do
whatever he wants. The interviewer decides that watching him shop from a close
distance will maximize the typicality of this shopping excursion.]
Bill walks straight to the help desk and speaks to the middle-aged woman
working there. She looks up and recognizes him, asking what he is in the market for on
this day. They talk for a minute and he points to the interviewer, commenting that he
does not understand why anyone would want to watch him shop. The woman waves and
then, as Bill suggested she would, walks around from her counter and shows him where
the book is that he wants to examine. And that is the best way to describe the way Bill
handles the book he picks up. He looks carefully at the jacket and flips immediately to
the author information. (He would explain later that it is very important to determine
whether the author of a book is really an expert on his subject. Otherwise, one might end
up getting bad information.) Apparently the author passes inspection and Bill continues
to peruse the book, taking his time and absorbing as much as he can. Standing there, he
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looks quite professorial, absorbed in the pleasure of learning. Finally, he smiles and
places the book gingerly back on its shelf. (“The author knows his stuff, but there was
nothing new in there. I already knew all of that.”)
For the three hours, Bill walks purposefully about the store, choosing books from
multiple sections, retaining only those that offer him new information. Even though he
has explained that he likes all kinds of books, he steers clear of most of the fiction
sections, choosing instead to browse the sections that offer him what he considers useful
information. When he sees the interviewer holding a book plucked from the
Mystery/Suspense section (picked up only so that Bill would not feel like he was being
studied too closely), he offers, “If you want a good mystery, you should look at these.”
He points to a series of books from a particular fiction author and explains that he has
read most of this author’s books. Several times as he walks around the store he makes
suggestions to the interviewer and a couple of times to other patrons, most of whom seem
appreciative. Bill truly is in his element in this store.
Looking at the stack of books that Bill carries with him, the interviewer wonders
how he found so many that he has not read that live up to his rigorous expectations. He
carries the stack like a student walking the halls of a university and moves to the
magazine section. There, he explores the periodicals with the same care that
characterizes his shopping for books. He selects magazines on topics such as business,
astronomy, genealogy, and world events. This is a man whose pleasure lies in expanding
his mind.
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As Bill pays for his purchases at the cash register, the salesclerk, not at all
surprisingly, recognizes him, referring to him as Mr. Bill. The interviewer notices a
quick glance from Bill who wants to be sure that this acknowledgement was noted. He
walks out of the store explaining, “We have a pretty good relationship, this store and me.
They appreciate me just like I appreciate them.” With that, he is off to read and to learn.

Bill’s Theme Bill has a comfortable life. He has earned it with a lifetime of hard work

and taking care of others. He has achieved enough in life to be a bit arrogant and get
away with it, yet he is humble and charmingly unaware of how intimidating his
knowledge can be. The books that help him to build that knowledge are an important
part of his life, and the store where he chooses to buy them is an important part of his
identity. With no child to raise or mother who needs his constant care, with no client
needing his legal advice, and with no office full of people asking for his help, he is left to
forge a new identity for himself. Like so many people his age, all of the things that have
identified him in the past have ceased to do so. Not content to settle into the identity of
“retiree,” he has elected to create a new identity for himself – that of bibliophile. Barnes
and Noble allows him to constantly develop and express that identity. While one might
argue that any bookstore could serve this purpose for Bill, he has chosen this one. He has
chosen it not because it is close to home (That was why he first gave it a chance.), but
because of the way it allows him to feel. His actual self and ideal self are quite similar.
At Barnes and Noble Bill is king, surrounded by the books that he loves and comfortable
in the knowledge that there, he knows “as much as anybody.”
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Summary of Idiographic Analysis

The three cases described in this essay each tell of a unique individual
experiencing customer chemistry with a retailer. Each informant provides different
reasons for the love they feel, yet each is inadvertently describing the way that their
retailer helps them create a sense of self and convey that to others. Stacy uses
Anthropologie to provide her examples of the life that she hopes to have. Jane, on the
other hand, allows Best Buy to give her confidence in her abilities as a wife and mother.
For Bill, Barnes and Noble provides a new sense of identity as he enters a new stage of
his life.
What the informants have in common is love for a particular retailer. They love
the retailers because the relationships allow them to move closer to an ideal self that each
of them wishes to be. Stacy, who says that she is happy with who she is, still wants to be
a successful career woman with a family; Jane’s ideal self is a perfect mother; and Bill’s
new ideal self is an expert on books. Through their relationships with these stores, they
see their own personalities mirrored, and in that reflection they also see what they hope to
one day become. While they each report that their retailer’s personality is similar to their
own actual personality, each also suggests that perhaps the retailer represents an ideal
version of themselves, the person they want to be.
The primary difference among the three cases lies in the role of the retailer in
signaling the identity of each informant. For Stacy, her status as a lover of Anthropologie
signals to the world that she is unique and stylish. Telling others about her love of the
retailer offers proof of the good life that she will one day have. To Jane, Best Buy is
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evidence of her ability to put her past behind her and to rise to the challenges of her role
as wife and mother. Finally, Bill does not speak to others about his love for Barnes and
Noble as much as the other two informants. He does not need the retailer to affirm who
he is for others. Instead, his customer chemistry with Barnes and Noble validates for
himself the new role that he has chosen.
The following section further explores the similarities and differences among the
three cases. Patterns that emerge provide structure to the ongoing examination of
customer chemistry and the role that it plays in consumers’ lives.

Cross-Case Analysis

Cross-case analysis involves the comparison of the cases presented in this study in
an effort to describe any patterns that emerge, patterns that can be applied to other
consumers. Guiding this phase of the research are several sensitizing concepts which
serve as a priori themes.

Transformation of Self into a Desired Form

Wong and Ahuvia (1998) suggest that loved objects are connected to the self in
that they express the self by making visible to others one’s internal dispositions,
preferences, and impulses, and in that they transform the self into a desired form. Stacy’s
need to be seen as someone who is unique and sophisiticated is fulfilled by her
relationship with Anthropologie. The retailer also demonstrates for her the trappings of
the life that she hopes to someday lead. In this way, Anthropologie allows her to
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transform herself into that which she wishes to be. For Jane, Best Buy serves a similar
purpose. Through her love of the retailer, she confirms for herself that she has made the
transformation for which she yearned for so many years and signals to others that she is a
good homemaker, one who creates a comfortable and entertaining life for herself and her
family. Bill’s situation is also one of transformation. Adrift after a lifetime of caring for
others and proving himself on a daily basis, he craved a new identity, one that he could
use to define himself. Customer chemistry with Barnes and Noble allows him to become
an expert again and to do so in a setting that has become comfortable and familiar to him.
While each of the cases presents a consumer with different identity needs, the
common thread is that each consumer utilizes customer chemistry with the retailer to
structure their individual identity.

Version of Self that is Most Salient

According to social cognition theory (Greenwald 1988), humans, utilizing limited
cognitive capacities, base self-worth on the approval of others. That self is comprised of
four components – the diffuse self, the public self, the private self, and the collective or
social self. The diffuse self, present at birth, bases self worth on achieving hedonic
satisfaction. The public self is driven by social recognition and bases self worth on the
approval of others. The private self seeks individual achievement and places value on
that achievement based on a personal standard. The collective self strives to attain the
goals of a reference group – goals which are internalized by the individual as his own.
Each of these ego tasks are present to varying extents in normal adults and combine to
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form the self-image (Breckler and Greenwald 1986), yet the case studies indicate that
these varying levels also impact customer chemistry.
Jane’s customer chemistry with Best Buy fulfills the needs of her collective self.
She endeavors to attain goals that she has internalized through observation of her own
parents and the parents around her. The approval of the mothers at her children’s school
when they hear about the home theatre fills her with a sense of pride. Stacy, on the other
hand, is driven by the needs of her public self. Perhaps an artifact of her youth, she is
very intent on achieving the approval of others and bases her sense of self-worth on her
ability to earn that approval through mimicry of the style she observes at Anthropologie.
Bill is unique in that his private self is most salient in the formation of customer
chemistry with Barnes and Noble. He is most concerned with individual achievement.
While he revels in his ability to help other with his knowledge, he has based his selfworth on a personal standard that he has created.
Perhaps the only common thread among all three cases in this respect is the
presence of the diffuse self in the customer chemistry relationship. The diffuse self bases
one’s sense of self-worth on the achievement of hedonic pleasure, and each of the
informants reports a great deal of hedonic pleasure achieved through their interaction
with the loved retailer. In fact, each of them specifically mentions that they go there “just
for fun.” Spending time in the environment that provides a means of self-expression also
provides pleasure.
Additionally, SIC theory (Sirgy 1982) suggests that the actual self-image that a
consumer has is the most salient when consumers compare the perceived identity of a
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retailer to their own in making SIC assessments. Exploratory research suggests,
however, that an idealized version of self-image is often the true point of comparison and
that consumers are not even aware that they are idealizing their own self-image when
they make these comparisons.
Perhaps the truth lies somewhere in the middle. Recent research suggests that
consumers may utilize different cues in their assessments of a retailer based on whether
their independent or interdependent social identity goals are the most salient at the time
(Lee and Shavitt 2006). For example, a fashion-savvy consumer may feel extremely
confident shopping in a clothing store and that self-confidence would translate to more
salient independent social identity goals. This consumer might experience less need to
artificially bolster the self-image and thus would base his assessment of the retailer on
actual SIC. Another consumer who considers himself a connoisseur of fine foods but
who has a negative body image might feel a special attachment to a gourmet grocery
store. His reduced level of self-confidence might make his interdependent social identity
goals more salient as he strives to be accepted by others. In this case, congruity
assessments might be based on the ideal self-image instead.
This study finds that the informants employ both actual and ideal self-image when
comparing themselves to the store, but that they are aware that there is a difference
between the two. All three informants describe the ways that the store is similar to their
actual self-images and then include the ways that the store also represents the versions of
self to which they aspire. Stacy wants to be more sophisticated and Jane more organized.
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Even Bill, content with who he is, laughingly suggests that he doesn’t really fit in
anywhere, so Barnes and Noble is as good a choice as any.

Trilateral Nature of Consumption Relationships

Belk (1988) suggests that relationships with objects are never two-way (personthing), but instead three-way (person-thing-person). Due in part to the social nature of
consumption, people always experience a somewhat competitive nature in consumption
because there may be other people who want the same object. This concept is central to
brand community literature which focuses on social relationships structured around
shared product ownership (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002; Muniz and
O’Guinn 2001). The customer chemistry relationship in particular seems to be consistent
with this trilateral nature in the way that informants describe their associations with other
consumers of the retail space. Stacy’s interaction with other consumers is limited
primarily to her observation of them. She watches the older consumers and learns.
Conversely, Jane embraces other customers in the space, welcoming them to participate
in the activities of her family. She also interacts a great deal with the employees of the
retailer, getting to know them and their lives outside of work. Bill’s willingness to
interact with other customers is conditional. If he perceives a commonality as he did with
the WWII veteran, he enjoys the camaraderie of a fellow consumer. On the other hand,
when he senses inexperience on the part of the man who is looking for books to improve
his brain power, he is somewhat mocking and dismissive.
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Life Stage and Its Impact on Customer Chemistry

No single stage of life can contain the ongoing struggle that all consumers face as
they resolve identity conflicts only to find that resolution challenged by new events in
one’s life. Previous research on identity narratives proposes that each stage of life
involves a synthesis of identities that represents an evolving sense of who one is at any
given time (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; McAdams 1993; Mick and Fournier 1998;
Murray 2002). One’s life stage, then, should directly impact not necessarily whether a
consumer forms customer chemistry relationships but instead with whom those
relationships are formed. The informants in this study definitely confirm this statement.
Each of the informants is at a very different life stage at the time of this research and that
life stage informs their selection of a retailer to love. For Stacy, a young consumer trying
to figure out who she is going to be, Anthropologie acts as a mentor, guiding her through
the process of self-discovery and self-expression. Jane has passed through that stage of
her life and has found herself in a role that she never expected. As a wife and mother,
she uses her relationship with Best Buy to provide her with a sense of confidence in the
choices she makes with regard to her family’s home life. She relies on their help to
ensure that she in living up to the role that she has already chosen. Bill has passed
through both of those phases and found himself in a stage of life that is familiar to so
many older consumers. As other life stages have ended, he finds himself with a need to
create a new identity. In Barnes and Noble he turns to a passion that has given him
pleasure and comfort throughout his life – books – and finds a place where he can go and
create himself anew.
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Empty-Self Conceptualization of Identity Construction

Ahuvia (2005) finds no support for the postmodernist view of consumer as
conglomeration of happily-fragmented selves. Instead, Cushman’s (1990) view of an
empty self that is constantly being filled with consumed objects is supported. Where
Ahuvia diverges from Cushman’s view, though, is in the ability of consumers to achieve
some peace in that state. Whereas Cushman suggests that consumers can never be
satiated and spend their lives in a constant state of non-fulfillment, Ahuvia posits that
consumers personalize the objects they consume, bringing them into a “web of meaning”
(p. 182) that impacts them internally (through synthesis into a life narrative) and
externally (through sharing their experiences with a larger community). All of the
informants seem to support Ahuvia’s suggestion that the quest for fulfillment through
consumption can never be finished but that the journey can be a pleasant one. The fact
that consumers as diverse in age and situation as Stacy, Jane and Bill still enjoy the art of
consumption and take great pleasure in the relationship they share with the retailers is
further proof of the enjoyable nature of customer chemistry for these informants.

“Purity of Pleasure” vs. “Focal Practices”

One reason that Cushman’s (1990) theory may have lacked support in the current
findings could lie in the fact that most of the consumption he considers is that of goods
which can be quickly purchased and then forgotten. Ahuvia’s (2005) focus on loved
objects involves objects that demand a greater investment of time and energy. By
extension, consumption and love of place involves a recurring experience, one that in
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most cases can be relived as often as the consumer wishes. Each time the consumer
experiences the loved retailer, a new memory is potentially created and the relationship is
reinforced. Ahuvia refers to research that could further explain the difference.
Borgmann (2000) claims that advancing technology has created a consumptionscape in
which the benefits consumers derive from consumed objects are far removed from the
skill and work that was necessary to create those objects. He suggests a “purity of
pleasure” (p. 421) for these objects because the hard work of creating them has been
removed from the consumer. In contrast, “focal practices” (p. 421) require more effort
on the part of the consumer, but the consumer does not mind because the experience of
consuming these objects is exactly what the consumer most wants to be doing. Customer
chemistry relationships certainly represent the latter situation. All three informants
expend a great deal of effort maintaining their relationships with the retailers, whether by
traveling long distances to visit them as in the case of Stacy, or by spending large
amounts of time in the store as in the case of Bill. They do this because they want to be
in the store, to experience the things that the store offers them, and to share the
experience with others. Bill specifically states, “Nobody’s making me come here. I
come because I love it.”
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Discussion

General

This essay began as an attempt to compile the stories of ten consumers who report
customer chemistry with a loved retailer. The willingness of three of those informants to
speak with total candor about their lives and the roles that the retailer plays in them
created a unique opportunity to delve in-depth into the customer chemistry relationship
and to explore its role in identity construction. These case studies confirm Belk’s (1988)
previous research which proposes that identity issues are central to consumption and that
consumed objects contribute to the formation of identity. Additionally, the narratives
contained herein offer evidence of the ability of a place to invoke the same kind of
identity construction associations as loved possessions have been proven to do (Ahuvia
2005).
Ahuvia (2005) specifically describes the role of loved possessions in the
resolution of identity conflicts that consumers experience on an ongoing basis as they
form their life narratives. One of the primary contributions of that research is the
suggestion that consumers often synthesize conflicting identities through consumption of
loved objects. The current research extends both studies to show that, for the consumers
who share their stories here, consumption of a loved place serves that same function,
allowing each of them to create an identity that is informed by the relationship with the
retailer. Therein lies the primary contribution of this study.
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Prior research has shown that loved possessions and even favorite brands play a
vital role in consumers’ lives. None has explored, however, the role of the loved place in
consumers’ identity construction. These case studies offer proof that a loved retailer can
indeed serve as a place that allows consumers to create, extend, and express their
identities. The loved place can be a testing ground for desired identity as it is for Stacy, a
proving ground for newfound identity as it is for Jane, or ground zero for a newly chosen
identity as it is for Bill.

Implications and Future Research

The implications of this research take the concept of place love and place it
squarely in the domain of consumer research. Future research should continue to explore
the role of loved places not only in the retail setting but in other consumption contexts
such as service provision and online consumption. As more and more consumers shift
their consumption habits to the virtual world, there is much to be learned about their
relationships with favorite websites, blogs, and community forums.
Another contribution that the researcher hopes to make with this essay is the
inclusion of a male informant in a brand relationship context. Researchers have for far
too long accepted anecdotal evidence to support the stereotype that men do not enjoy
shopping or form close consumption-oriented relationships. Walk into Bass Pro Shops or
Lowe’s home improvement stores on any Saturday afternoon, however, and evidence
abounds of men who definitely enjoy shopping and who certainly exhibit signs of
customer chemistry with those retailers. Future research should pay the kind of attention
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to male consumption that has been paid to female consumption up to this point,
especially in the relationship domain. Also of interest could be the place-centered
relationships that might be unique to various subcultures such as immigrants, the
handicapped, or gays and lesbians.
A common thread among all of the informants was their belief that the employees
of their loved retailer were somehow more qualified, kinder, and smarter than the
employees of other stores. The transfer of meaning (McCracken 1986) that this suggests
could have implications not only for the employees of loved retailers but also for private
label brands (PLBs) or for other retailer-sponsored endeavors such as concerts, sporting
events, or even television programs. Researchers should examine the possibility that the
customer chemistry relationship provides benefits to all whom it touches.
The primary implications of this research for retailers lie in the importance that
consumers attach to their relationships with them. Retailers must understand and
appreciate their own potential to play a role in the construction of their customers’
identities. If they elect to take this responsibility seriously, the potential exists for them
to build stronger, more resilient relationships with customers who love them for doing so.

Limitations

All studies have limitations, but the very things that might be considered
limitations in many empirical studies are the factors that make qualitative research
meaningful. A purposively selected sample does not allow for broad generalization but
does provide a diverse base for exploratory phenomenological research. A small sample
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size of ten does not allow the researcher to test hypotheses for statistical significance but
does provide for the kind of thick description that is necessary for discovery-oriented
research. Finally, a heavy reliance on self-reported consumer histories does not ensure
the reliability of those stories but does allow the researcher unique access to the very
thought processes that make this research worthwhile.

Conclusion

This research extends existing research in a way that allows for theory-building.
The findings establish the importance of relationships with place and position them
squarely in the domain of consumer research, also suggesting multiple avenues for future
research. The researcher wishes to thank all of the informants for their willingness to
share so much of themselves and for the valuable information they have provided. This
information will allow future researchers to develop new streams of research, future
retailers to develop more meaningful relationships with their customers, and future
consumers to more fully develop identities that, although unique to themselves, are
informed by those described herein.
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CHAPTER V
OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSION

Consumer behavior research examines the important role that consumption plays
in people’s lives. Whether studying the ways that people consume or the reasons that
people consume certain objects, the focus is on the consumer. This dissertation has
focused on the important issue of identity construction, seeking to understand the reasons
that consumers form relationships not with consumed objects but with consumed places.
Specifically this dissertation represents an attempt to describe the consumer process of
forming a positive, environmentally-derived attachment to a retailer. The process is
dubbed customer chemistry, and the research is the first of its kind. Due to the necessity
of meticulousness when building theory, the researcher has made every attempt to ensure
that a solid foundation is laid upon which to describe a theory of customer chemistry.
The three essays contained herein combine to form that foundation. Taken individually,
each essay represents a stand-alone building block that explores consumer behavior.

Essay One – Get the Picture? The Visual Servicescape and Self-Image Congruity

In this study a sample of retail consumers (n = 446) responds to an online survey
that asks them to study photographs of one of several top U.S. retailers and to discuss
their reaction to the visual servicescape of that retailer. Employing photo-elicitation
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technique (PET), the survey is designed to tap into personality associations with the
retailer, attitudes toward the appearance of the retailer, and attitudes about the retailer
itself. This qualitative method allows for rich descriptions from the respondents that tap
into cognitive assessments as well as affective associations. The information provided by
the respondents suggests that self-image congruity (SIC) with the retailer contributes to
positive feelings toward the retailer and confirms the vital role that the visual
servicescape plays in determining consumer response to a retailer. The validity of the
findings is tested quantitatively using cluster analysis, describing five classes of reaction
to the retailer in the photos. Perfect Matches represent the group of respondents who feel
the most similarity with the personality of the retailer as perceived through the visual
servicescape. They describe intense affective responses to the retailer and experience
increased involvement with the retailer’s merchandise. Mismatches are the exact
opposite of the first group. They feel little similarity of personality with the retailer and
discuss highly affective yet negative reactions to the retailer and its visual servicescape.
The three other groups – Best Friends, Fair-Weather Friends, and Acquaintances – fall in
the middle in terms of reaction to the retailer, experiencing varying levels of SIC and
involvement with the retailer’s merchandise.
This essay presents findings that are important in several ways. First, the retailer
practice of customer segmentation is justified empirically. Each of the respondents is
describing a reaction to a specific retailer, one of ten that was randomly assigned. Each
respondent’s reaction to that retailer places them into one of five unique clusters. Any of
the respondents could be a Perfect Match for one retailer and a Mismatch for another,
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suggesting that there are no bad customers, only imperfect matches. Next, this is the first
study to empirically demonstrate the importance of SIC with a retailer, providing proof of
the importance of retailers’ creation of distinct personalities that resonate with their
customers. This study also provides preliminary phenomenological evidence of customer
chemistry.

Essay Two – I Love That Store: Toward a Theory of Customer Chemistry

Essay Two builds on the findings of Essay One to methodically construct a case
for the existence of customer chemistry, to create a model of the process, and to
determine the antecedents and outcomes of customer chemistry. In so doing, a
theoretical model capable of predicting consumer behavior is born. The ability of the
proposed model to do just that is put to the test empirically and produces promising
results.
Similarity of the consumer-retailer relationship to interpersonal relationships is
one of the interesting findings of essay one. Accordingly, the proposed model of
customer chemistry in Essay Two is based upon a theory of interpersonal love,
specifically Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love. The three components of love
suggested by that theory are determined to have counterparts in the consumer behavior
realm. Those counterparts – engagement, passion, and affective commitment – are the
stages of customer chemistry. With those stages established, theory guides the
description of three antecedents (attitude toward the visual servicescape, SIC, and
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emotional significance) and three outcomes (patronage intentions, positive word of
mouth intentions, and merchandise involvement) of the customer chemistry process.
Using structural equation modeling (SEM), the researcher employs an online
survey (n = 1038) to test the theoretical model. The three stages of customer chemistry
are shown to have direct paths leading in the hypothesized direction, demonstrating a
deepening level of customer chemistry as the consumer passes through each stage. Each
of the antecedents and outcomes is also shown to directly impact or be impacted by at
least one of the stages of customer chemistry. Implications of these findings should
impact atmospherics research (An unexpected finding indicates a direct path between
consumers’ attitude toward the visual servicescape and consumer behaviors such as
patronage intentions and intention to spread positive word of mouth.), emotionalbranding research (Customer chemistry could easily have counterparts in the domains of
travel/tourism, service provision, and online consumption/communities.), and loyalty
research (Recent concerns about the lack of consistency between attitudinal and
behavioral loyalty may be explained by a better understanding of customer chemistry.)
Essay Two represents an important step in the development of a theory of
customer chemistry. Future research directions should include exploratory research that
determines the role that customer chemistry plays in the lives of consumers. Essay Three
begins that process.
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Essay Three – Everything I Want to Be: Customer Chemistry and Identity
Construction

Essay Three employs modified life histories of three consumers who report high
levels of customer chemistry in an effort to understand the role of the customer chemistry
relationship in the lives of the informants. Previous research suggests that consumption
plays an important role in the identity construction of consumers, but no research has
considered the role that consumer love of a place could play in that respect. This study
addresses that gap, providing phenomenological evidence that consumers do in fact gain
something from their relationship with a loved retailer. The customer chemistry
relationship allows each of the informants to create, maintain, and express a sense of self.
Guided by several sensitizing concepts, the researcher compares the three life
narratives provided by the informants to draw multiple conclusions. Among these are the
ability of customer chemistry to allow consumers to transform their identities; the
utilization of different versions of self (as suggested by social cognition theory
(Greenwald 1988)); the trilateral nature of the customer chemistry relationship; the
consumer’s life stage plays a role in determining the type of retailer with which the
consumer has customer chemistry; and that customer chemistry represents a focal
practice (Borgmann 2000) and, as such, justifies a dedication of time and energy
resources in addition to the financial resources often associated with the consumerretailer dyad.
Essay Three extends previous research on brand relationships and the importance
of loved possessions to include the love of place as a consumer behavior worthy of
further investigation. As with Essay Two, there are implications for consumer behavior
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in the context of brand communities, collector communities, and online communities.
The inclusion of a male informant also suggests that other consumer classes that are often
ignored in relationship research (such as immigrants, the handicapped, or gays/lesbians)
have much to offer in terms of their consumption attitudes and practices.

Synthesis and Final Remarks

The three essays of this dissertation represent a concerted effort to explore,
develop, and describe a new theory related to consumer behavior, a theory of customer
chemistry. This effort employs quantitative and qualitative techniques that allow the
researcher to observe a consumer phenomenon, to dissect it, to assemble a theory that
accurately explains it, and to extend that theory. The resulting theory of customer
chemistry delineates a consumer process that explains a piece of the consumer behavior
that dominates much current consumer research. That piece is the role of consumption in
identity construction. Pulling from the reactions of respondents in Essay One’s study, the
researcher is able to determine that the customer chemistry relationship is similar in
nature to interpersonal love relationships. That study also provides a great deal of
information regarding not only the nature of the relationship but also the possible
antecedents and outcomes of such a relationship. This information directly guides the
theory development in Essay Two as well as the study that tests the validity of that
theory. Essay Three then builds on the findings of both previous essays to explore the
motivations of consumers to enter customer chemistry relationships, situating the study of
place love directly within the domain of consumer research.
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Overall the essays contained in this dissertation represent a theoretical basis for
ongoing study of the importance of customer chemistry relationships and for extended
research that moves the concept of retail place love into other domains of consumption.
The total research package presented here is intended as a starting point, the further
development of which should benefit researchers, practitioners, and consumers alike.
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DESCRIPTIONS OF THE RETAILERS IN ESSAY ONE
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A secondary objective of this study is to determine how closely consumer perceptions of
the visual servicescape match the perception intended by the retailer. As Aaker (1995)
establishes, the difference between what the retailer intends (brand identity) and what the
consumer perceives (brand image) can be of great importance for retailers anxious to find
consumers who form strong relationships with their brand. In order to establish the brand
identity that the retailers in the study intend to present, a textual analysis of their
corporate websites and most recent annual reports was conducted. As primary
information conduits for the retailers to their various stakeholders (e.g., customers,
shareholders, and employees), these sources should convey the retailers’ own attitude
toward the role of the visual servicescape in creating their brand identity.
Bass Pro Shops

Bass Pro Shops is a destination retailer that strives to create “a truly unforgettable
shopping experience” that is “as close to the Great Outdoors as you can get indoors.”
The store delivers on its promise by providing an indoor space that mimics the outdoors
in many ways. From indoor waterfalls and giant aquariums to wildlife mounts and lifesized mountaineering displays, Bass Pro plays like a theme-park for the outdoors
enthusiast. The massive interior sports polished concrete floors, giant fireplaces, and logstyle columns in a setting that feels like a giant’s hunting lodge. The individual
departments feel cozy while the overall store is designed to provide an atmosphere
“where shoppers may shop and dream in comfort.” A huge indoor boat gallery sits next
to a shooting range and mounted wildlife appears to have wandered into the store just as
intrigued by what is inside as the customers. Rich earth tones ensure that the customer
feels grounded even though the intent is to make the imagination soar. The sounds of
waterfalls and wildlife create a sense of being a part of the natural environment that is
artificially recreated indoors. Customers do not have to imagine how their purchases
would make them feel in the outdoors because the interactive environment allows them to
experience it in-store.
Bath & Body Works

The Bath & Body Works web site states that the retailer is “a 21st century
apothecary integrating health, beauty, and well-being,” devoted to helping its customers
improve their physical and emotional selves. The crisp, clean, and immaculately ordered
servicescape delivers a spa-like atmosphere where customers can browse the neatly-lined
shelves of merchandise, sniff the signature essential oils placed around the store in
burners, sample lotions, and even wash up at the in-store vanity sink and mirror. The
company attempts to make their customers “feel sophisticated, forever young and sexy,”
and does so in a “natural” and “luxurious” environment which delivers “newness,
freshness, fun, sexy, never-seen-it-before, got-to-have-it products” in a setting that packs
“high emotional value.”
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Best Buy

Best Buy is the only company in the study that does not specifically use the word
“experience” on their website or in their annual report. One look at either, though, will
demonstrate that the company’s clear emphasis is on people – both customers and
employees. The photos of actual employees identified only by first name and store
number indicate a desire to create a personal relationship between the company and its
shareholders. The annual report, however, describes the attention that goes into the store
environment where these relationships can be built. The environment is designed to
engage and energize both employees and customers. Employing a “customer centricity
model,” they create segmented stores that focus on key customer lifestyle groups such as
“affluent suburban families, trend-setting urban dwellers, and the closely knit families of
Middle America.” The combination of cool and warm colors and the abundance of metal
fixtures provide a contemporary design that seems appropriate for the tech-interested
shopper who would be drawn to Best Buy. The high ceilings could serve to dwarf
customers if it were not for the visual excitement provided by rounded category signs
welcoming customers into smaller departments that are bounded by fixtures, allowing the
shopper to feel as if he/she is in a small boutique catering to their specific technological
needs.
Fresh Market

The only family-owned and operated retailer in this study, Fresh Market is a chain
grocer which strives to present its customers with “quality foods in a friendly
atmosphere.” The servicescape is designed to mimic an old world European open-air
market. The entrance is lined with small grocer’s carts overflowing with fresh fruits and
vegetables. Wooden plank floors, low-level lighting and classical music greet customers
as they step through the doors into “a feast for the senses as colors and fragrant smells fill
the atmosphere.” Wide aisles ensure that customers are able to move freely around and
examine the individual departments. From the freshly cut meats in the butcher shop to
the olive carts to the bins of specialty candies and snacks, very little of the store’s
merchandise is pre-packaged. Customers are invited to choose only those items that
appeal and in the exact portions that they desire. Displays in the departments include
items such as cellos, wine barrels, and wingback chairs, not the typical bins and dumps
provided by food wholesalers. Even the cash registers are covered by a pergola with
fresh plants hanging from it. Nothing in this store looks like the “industrialized” and
“sterile” environment that the owners find in other chain grocers’ stores. The company’s
website describes their in-store experience with words such as “inviting, comfortable,
convenient,” “warm,” and “friendly.”
Hollister

Hollister’s web site, like its servicescape, is designed for visual appeal with
minimal reading (Even the store name only appears on a stair riser to the side of the
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boardwalk entrance to their store.). The sparse text at the site is definitely aimed at an
audience who wishes to experience “the fantasy of Southern California.” Images of
tanned and toned surfer types beckon viewers to choose either the “Dudes” or the
“Bettys’ section of the site. The servicescape is divided the same way with an informal
lounge area dividing the two sides. Whichever side the customers enter, however, they
are enveloped in exactly what the website suggests – “the feeling of chilling on the beach
with your friends.” The dark wood interiors are made even more dramatic by the heavy
shutters on the windows. The dim lighting of the store is broken up by waves of spotlight
spilling only onto the merchandise and the bigger-than-life-size posters of barely clad
beauties of both sexes. The heavy wooden built-in fixtures suggest permanence and
quality even though they are topped in several places by battered surfboards and worn
skateboards. The mannequins are merely dress forms with no features to preclude the
customer from picturing his or her own self in the “effortlessly cool” clothing they wear.
The area where customers pay is interactive with a faux window providing the view from
a live webcam focused on LA’s Zuma Beach.
The company website describes both the store and the clothing with phrases such
as “young, spirited, with a sense of humor,” “laidback,” “wholesome,” “casual,”
“classic,” and “All-American.” The closed-off look and minimal signage of the
storefront sends the message that one must be cool enough to already know what’s instore before entering this hip beach shack.
Kohl’s

Kohl’s department stores are designed with the female shopper in mind. Any
doubt about that is quickly dispelled by a visit to the company’s web site. Every mention
of the Kohl’s customer uses a feminine pronoun. They want their stores to create “an
experience that is inviting, inspiring, comfortable, and just for her.” A recent campaign
promised to enhance the in-store shopping experience through innovative design changes
that would make the stores more visually exciting. The store’s current design includes
cool marble-tiled floors and rich wooden displays with easy-to-read signage beckoning
customers into the various departments of interest. Upscale light fixtures hang in some
areas while others feature dimmer, recessed lighting. In most of the departments, the
fixtures are set up in a low-to-high pattern that allows the customer to see much of the
merchandise on display even from the main aisle. From the wooden flooring and hip
graphics in the juniors department to the elegant styling of the housewares department,
there is little doubt that Kohl’s is trying to create a store with feminine appeal. Their take
on the ideal shopping experience is described in the company’s annual report – “Going
into a store she loves makes her happy. She feels connected. She feels special. She
knows she belongs here. She finds what she wants for herself and for her family.”
Lowe’s

Lowe’s began its existence as a building supply company catering almost
exclusively to building professionals. An increase in the avid do-it-yourself market in the
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1980s changed the company’s focus to include this growing market segment.
Accompanying that change was an increased emphasis on the look and feel of their stores
as they strived to create “a great shopping experience.” The current Lowe’s store reflects
this change in easy-to-read signage, wide aisles, and clearly delineated departments.
Even though the store features soaring ceilings and a warehouse feel, the bold lettering of
the signs ensures that the customer can find his/her way around the clean and brightly-lit
store easily. The less visually-appealing merchandise such as lumber and plumbing
supplies is relegated to a far corner of the space, while the vibrant lighting display and
manufacturer-provided paint displays are front and center. The setting is designed to be
an “inspirational” environment for do-it-yourselfers wishing to increase the value of their
homes. The company’s annual report stresses that the Lowe’s stores differentiate
themselves through their in-store environment, setting them apart from other companies
serving the same market.
Starbucks

Starbucks’ website describes the company’s intention to create for their customers
a “third place – that special location between home and work where people gather to
engage and connect.” They want their stores to be “welcoming and distinctive places that
are a true part of their communities all around the world.” They describe their stores
using words such as “intimate, friendly, and welcoming.” With a focus on the
“humanity” of their locations, they attempt to create “a haven, a break from the worries
outside.” The interiors of the store are dim but warmly lit with soft earth tones on the
walls, fixtures, and plush seating. The counter where customers place orders is directly
in front of the entrance of the stores, but the feeling of being in a hip, welcoming lounge
envelopes customers as soon as they walk through the doors. The aroma of freshly
brewing coffee and the sounds of cool jazz are immediately evident. Customer seating is
laid out around the store in groupings to allow customers, whether they are old friends or
new acquaintances, to chat comfortably and settle in for a morning of getting to know
someone new, an afternoon of catching up, or an evening of quietly contemplating work
brought from the office.
Target

Target stresses design in every aspect of its web site and annual report. They are
a company that believes that “the integrity of [their] brand also relies on store
experience,” an experience that they design to be “exciting and enjoyable.” They
emphasize “clean, convenient, easy-to-shop stores” and an “evolving store design.” This
emphasis on design is not about “just how something looks, but also about how it
satisfies a need, how it simplifies your life, and how it makes you feel.” White walls and
fixtures are broken up everywhere by splashes of red that serve to warm up what could be
a stark interior. The well-lit stores are intended to be “smart, stylish, and well-designed.”
The departments are laid out to encourage the customer to step inside to see what awaits.
It is difficult to browse what is in each department from the “racetrack central aisle” that
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is designed to carry the customer along through the whole store. The effect is that of
walking into small specialty boutiques within the larger store setting. The company’s
proclaimed concentration on aesthetics is intended to turn a Target shopping trip “into a
fun family outing.”
Wal-Mart

Love them or hate them, Wal-Mart is a company that pays attention to what
customers want. Wal-Mart’s web site emphasizes the company’s intention to “save
people money so that they can live better.” In difficult economic times, this seems to
sum up the customer appeal of this category killer. With such a broad customer base, it
might be difficult to create an environment that is personalized to any specific customer
segments so Wal-Mart focuses on creating a “friendly atmosphere” that delivers a “fast,
friendly, easy shopping experience” in a clean store. The starkly white box of their store
is broken up by colorful seasonal signage that changes regularly. The high ceilings and
stacked-high shelving sends the message to the customer that they are a store that carries
everything. The coldness of the necessarily generic shelving is offset in newer stores by
the warmth of wood laminate flooring underfoot. Easy-to-read overhead signage ensures
that the customer doesn’t feel lost in the cavernous store. This no-frills approach to store
design seems to send a message to customers that the retailer is not wasting money on
anything that would take away from their ability to save the customer money. So the lack
of appealing design elements actually is the design.
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APPENDIX B
SAMPLES OF THE PHOTOS THAT RESPONDENTS VIEWED IN ESSAY ONE
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Photos of Retailer denoted as Retailer Red (Target)
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Photos of Retailer denoted as Retailer Orange (Lowe’s)
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APPENDIX C
CORRELATION MATRIX OF CUSTOMER CHEMISTRY MODEL
(ORIGINAL SAMPLE)
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Engagement
Passion
Affective Commitment
Mdse. Involvement
Positive WOM
Patronage Intentions
Attitude toward the Visual Servicescape
Self-Image Congruity
Emotional Significance

Engagement

Passion

Affective
Commitment

1.00
.82
.55
.40
.46
.37
.48
.56
.53

1.00
.68
.49
.49
.36
.40
.50
.62

1.00
.49
.30
.21
.25
.32
.63

Mdse.
Involvement

Positive
WOM

Patronage
Intentions

Attittude
toward
Visual
Servcescape

Self-Image
Congruity

Emotional
Significance

1.00
.23
.16
.19
.24
.36

1.00
.84
.52
.40
.31

1.00
.54
.37
.23

1.00
.60
.29

1.00
.44

1.00
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CUSTOMER CHEMISTRY INTERVIEW: Actual vs. Ideal Self-Image

M. Breazeale

CUSTOMER CHEMISTRY INTERVIEW
Thank you for participating in this study. We believe that the information you provide will help us to
better understand what motivates emotional bonds with retailers. Some of the questions may seem
personal, so we won’t ask you for any identifying information other than your first name. Your
participation is completely voluntary. You can stop the interview at any time, and you can refuse to
answer any specific question. There are no right or wrong answers. We want your opinions, and we
appreciate your help.
SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHICS

Date: ______________

1.) What year were you born? _______________
2.) What is your gender? (Circle one)

Male

3.) What is your marital status? (Circle one)

Female
Single

4.) What is your race / ethnicity? (Circle one or more)

Married

Partnered

Divorced

Widowed

White

Latino/Hispanic

African American

Asian

Native American

Pacific Islander

5.) What is the highest level of education you completed? (Circle one) Some High School High School
Community College

4-Year College

Graduate School

6.) Are you employed? (Circle one) Yes No
If you answered Yes, what is your occupation? _______________________________________________
7.) What is your annual household income? (Circle one) Under $25,000

$25,001—$50,000

$75,001 — $100,000

$50,001—$75,000

Over $100,000

8.) What is the name of the retailer that you consider to be your favorite? _____________
9.) Do you shop at other stores that sell the same kind of merchandise? (Circle one) Yes No
10.) If you answered Yes, which ones? ____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
10) Approximately how many miles must you travel to shop there? ____________miles
11.) Do any of your close friends or family share your feelings about this retailer? (Circle one) Yes No
12.) Have you ever worked for this retailer? (Circle one) Yes No
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SECTION B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1.) Qualifying Question: Is there a store that comes to mind when I ask you to finish the sentence, “I
love that place! I always enjoy going to _________!” (If yes, proceed.)
2.) Pretend I’ve never heard of _____________. How would you describe it to me? (Would you want
me to go there so that I could experience the same thing you do? Do you ever take people there
to introduce them to ____________?)
3.) What is it about __________ that you enjoy? (Prompt for appearance, the people who shop there,
the service, the merchandise.)
4.) Try to remember the first time you went to ___________. Can you tell me about the experience?
(How you felt, were you with anyone, what caused you to go there in the first place?)
5.) How long was it before you went back to ____________ after the first time? Do you remember
feeling as strongly about it right away or did your feelings take time to grow?
6.) What feelings come to mind when you think about ___________?
7.) Do other people know how you feel about ____________? (Prompt for discussion of WOM behavior, or asking others to go there, too.)
8.) Do you have a relationship with any of the people who work there? Tell me about that.
9.) Would you say that you have a relationship with ____________? Talk to me about it. (What do
you get out of the relationship? Do you feel that ____________ returns your feelings?)
10.) Do you think if you saw the same merchandise somewhere else, you would feel the same way
about it? (Do you think you have ever bought something there that you might not have liked
enough to buy if you saw it somewhere else? If so, what do you think made the item seem better
to you in ____________?)
11.) Tell me about one of your favorite trips to ___________.
12.) If you lived somewhere that didn’t have a ____________, how would that make you feel? Would
you ever consider living somewhere that didn’t have a ___________, or maybe not move somewhere that you were considering because they didn’t have a ____________?
13.) Do you think you ever go to ____________ just to make yourself feel better? (tell me about it.
Talk to me about the kinds of things that make you want to go there.)
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14.) What is it about ___________ that makes you feel THE WAY THE RESPONDENT STATED?
15.) Do you think you spend more time at __________ when you go there because of the way you feel
when you go there? (More money?)
16.) If you went to __________ and got bad service, or bought something that wasn’t up to their usual
standards, how would you react? (Is that different from the way you would react if the same thing happened at a store that you don’t feel the same way about?)
17.) If something like that did happen, how would it affect the way you feel about ___________? Has that
ever happened?
18.) When you see other people shopping at ___________, do you feel like you have something in common with them? Does that make you feel any closer to them? Why do you think that is?
19.) Talk to me about the kind of person that you think shops at ____________. Is that the kind of person
you think you are? Is that the kind of person you would like to be? What is it about that type of person
that makes you want to be like that?
20.) What do you think it says about you that you have such strong feelings about ___________?
21.) How much do you know about the [type of products] that ____________ carries? (Do you feel pretty
confident that you know what’s really good and what’s not? Would you say that you know more than
most of the people who shop there?)
22.) Does it make you proud to talk to people about the way you feel about _____________? (Or do you
think you would ever be embarrassed for people to know how you felt?) Talk to me about that.
23.) Retailers try to convey a personality to their customers. How would you describe the personality of
______________? How is that similar to your personality? How is it different?
24.) In what ways does the personality that you described make you feel comfortable shopping at
_______________?
25.) Think about the way that ___________ looks when you are shopping there? Talk to me about what
the

appearance of the store tells you about ____________’s personality.

26.) How is that similar to your own personality? Do you think the appearance of the store is more like the
way you think you really are, or more like the way you think you would like to be?
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27.) How is that similar to your own personality? Do you think the appearance of the store is more like the
way you really are, or more like the way you would like to be?
28.) Most of us have an image of ourselves the way we think we really are and another image of the way
we would like to be (or like other people to think we are). Do you think that’s true for you? What are
the differences between the way you are and the way you would like to be? (personality, appearance,
state in life, location)
29.) Which version of your self-image do you think is most like _____________, the actual or the ideal?
29.) Do you think you like ______________ because it feels like “you”? Tell me about that?
30.) What could _____________ do to be even more like you? Do you think that would make you like
them more? Tell me why.
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SUMMARY OF CONSTRUCTS EMPLOYED IN THIS DISSERTATION
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Construct

Definition

Source

Affect

An internal feeling state that refers to a
collection of moods and emotions

Russell and Carroll
1999

Affection

The warm feelings a consumer has
toward an object based upon pleasant
past experiences with that object and
expected future expectations of an
overall pleasant experience

Taher, Leigh, and
French 1996;
Thomson, MacInnis,
and Park 2005

Affective
commitment

A desire-based attachment to an
organization

Affective
connection

Attachment

A feeling of emotional affiliation with
another organism
A set of behavioral systems which serve
primary human needs by encouraging
proximity with a nurturing adult capable
of promoting a child’s security and
survival

Attitude toward
the visual
servicescape

A consumer's appraisal of the retail
environment that the consumer
experiences visually

Bansal, Irving, and
Taylor 2004
Wilson 1993

Bowlby 1969

Breazeale 2010

Customer
chemistry

An enduring desire to maintain a valued Moorman, Zaltman,
relationship
and Deshpande 1992
Customer chemistry is the consumer
process of forming a positive,
environmentally-derived attachment to a
retailer. The process consists of three
stages -- engagement, passion, and
affective commitment -- with each stage
representing a deeper level of
attachment.
Breazeale 2010

Delight

A pleasurable state achieved when
customer service exceeds expectations
to a surprising degree

Emotional
Attachment

An enduring commitment to one's
relationship with an object

Emotional
significance

The total strength of secondary
associations with important events or
people in a consumer’s life

Commitment
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Schneider and
Bowen 1999
Breazeale 2010
Ball and Tasaki
1992
Author's
modification in
italics

Engagement

A heightened state of awareness that
encourages active participation in one's
surroundings.

Merchandise
Involvement

A person's perceived relevance of a
seller’s merchandise based on inherent
needs, values, and interests

Passion
Patronage
Intentions

Intense and powerful feelings toward an
object
The degree to which customers intend
to purchase a firm’s products/services in
the future

RetailQ

The functional qualities as well as a
constellation of psychological attributes
that combine to define the store in the
customer’s mind
An index that indicates the extent to
which a consumer is familiar with
multiple retailers

Self-Image

The totality of the individual’s thoughts
and feelings having reference to himself
as an object

Self-image
congruity (SIC)

A consumer's assessment that a focal
brand possesses qualities consistent
with the consumer’s own self-image

Retail personality

Servicescape

Visual
servicescape

Word of Mouth

The totality of the elements that
comprise the physical surroundings of a
consumption setting
That portion of the retail environment
that the consumer experiences visually
(includes, colors, lighting, displays, and
layout)
Informal person-to-person
communication between a perceived
non-commercial communicator and a
receiver regarding a brand, product,
organization, or service
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Breazeale 2010
Zaichkowsky 1994
Author’s
modification in
italics
Thomson, MacInnis,
and Park 2005
Maxham and
Netemeyer 2002

Martineau 1958

Breazeale 2010

Rosenberg 1979
Sirgy 1982
(Modified to drop
"cognitive and
affective"

Bitner 1992

Breazeale 2010

Harrison-Walker
2001

